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Abstract 

This thesis starts out as a politically-inflected enquiry into what art can do (for its 

viewers). It pursues this question through an examination of the workings of aesthetic 

perception – drawing upon the ‘molecular’ philosophies of Henri Bergson, Gilbert 

Simondon, Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari and Brian Massumi – and focuses especially 

on the part played by the imperceptible in perception, and in art.  

Aside from philosophical analysis, the main methodology is an iterative one of 

conducting close readings of artworks by five contemporary artists from Aotearoa-New 

Zealand: Lisa Benson, Daniel Crooks, Francis Upritchard, Alex Monteith and Lisa 

Reihana.  

But as the encounter with each artwork unfolds, and the art begins to affect (and at 

times, disorient) its viewer (that is, the writer of this thesis), new methodologies are 

required for perceiving fully, and grappling fully with the singularity of the artworks. 

Hence one of the sub-themes of the thesis is how to write about art, or, how to write art; 

and each chapter evolves its own style, its own writing constraints, its own point of 

view, its own voice, its own story in response to the artwork in question. 

A cultural theme is also threaded through the thesis and in this regard it becomes a 

personal (but also micro-political) journey for the writer, who finds that some artworks 

demand much more of her than anticipated. As she is compelled by the art to confront 

her own M"oritanga (M!ori culture and heritage), the theoretical and discursive 

underpinnings of the thesis undergo further revision and transformation, reorienting 

her towards indigenous and postcolonial concerns.  

By the end it is clear that art can powerfully affect its viewer – if we are willing to 

surrender to its effects and join it in an act of co-creation. But more than this, we learn 

that every artwork carries its own kaupapa or ethic of encounter, and can teach us rich 

and nuanced kawa or protocols – much needed in today’s hybrid world – for listening 

to and engaging with the voices of others both past and present.  
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Introduction # 
 

 

Me hoki whakamuri, kia ahu whakamua, ka neke. 
(We walk backwards into the future, our eyes fixed on the past.) 

—M!ori proverb 

 

What cinema must grasp is not the identity of a character, whether real or 
fictional, through his objective and subjective aspects. It is the becoming of the real 
character when he himself starts to ‘make fiction’, when he enters into the 
‘flagrant offence of making up legends’ and so contributes to the invention of his 
people.  

—Deleuze, Cinema 2 150 

 

 

What can art do? I don’t remember when it finally formulated itself for me as this four-

word question. But I do know that the force encapsulated by this question – by these 

four words, What can art do? – has been driving me since well before this PhD 

research officially began in 2008. By then I had been teaching full-time in tertiary-level 

art and design schools for five years. I had been composing complicated lectures, zippy 

slideshows, field trips, workshops, assignments… all with the intent, via surprise, 

shock and awe, infectious enthusiasm, logic, devil’s advocacy or sheer coercion, of 

awakening students to the power of art, to their own sense of what art can do.1 And 

before that, for ever it seems, I had been viewing art, mixing with artists, having 

opinions on art, lamenting my own missed calling as an artist, wholeheartedly loving 

art, and generally fuelling and defending my conviction that art was extremely 

important. Where important, for me, meant that it had the power to open eyes, change 

                                                

1 This teaching experience also gave me my fine-arts-based grasp of research as a hermeneutical, iterative 
process – a somewhat different approach from that given by my philosophy training, and one that has 
proven indispensable to my own research. 
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minds, soften hearts, dissolve prejudices, expose injustices, shift the balance of 

political dynamics and generally change the world for the better. But when you work 

for long enough off a conviction in this way, it can thin a little. You hear yourself 

repeating yourself to students year after year. You need to dig deeper into the belief to 

stay fresh. The belief is called upon to prove itself rich and flexible and vital and 

worthy. As students smarter than I looked skeptically at me, and as I became more 

alert to my own dependence on the false authority of the teacher, I became uncertain 

about the one thing giving meaning to my work: my belief in what art can do. Thus the 

static, resistant force of dogmatic conviction – art is important! – found itself subsiding, 

dissolving, distilling into the more tentative and mobile force of enquiry – what can art 

do? 

Such a simple, naïve question. A question requiring a thousand qualifications before 

one can begin to answer it. A question that can be approached, sounded, tested, 

probed, attacked from a thousand angles, using a thousand tools and strategies and 

weapons. A question that can be easily undermined. A question demanding context. 

What do we mean by ‘art’? Whose art? Whose definition of art? What do we mean by 

‘do’? Do to what or whom? Do where? What do we mean by even asking such a 

question? But this, for better or for worse, was my beginning. And everything that 

follows is my attempt to make sense of this, my driving force, this question. 

Waerea 2 

Until I enrolled in the Film, Television and Media Studies Department as a PhD 

student, most of my scholarly training was in Philosophy. So naturally, I proposed a 

philosophical approach to my question, drawing on the philosophies I had so far found 

affinity with. Approaching that question of art and its powers was like approaching an 

unfamiliar marae (M!ori tribal centre) in the company of a small family of Western 

philosophers, bearing academic provisions and weapons and academic koha (offerings), 

                                                

2 These titles reference the M!ori p#whiri or welcoming ritual. Anne Salmond’s summary of the ritual may 
be helpful for those unfamiliar with it: ‘The waerea (protective incantation) is started first, outside the 
gates of the marae, then the wero (challenge) is given at the gateway, followed by the karanga (call) as the 
group begins to enter the marae. As the visitors advance, the p#whiri (action chant of welcome) is 
performed, then they stop and stand to wail (tangi) for the dead. The visitors are seated and speech-making 
(whaik#rero) begins, then both parties shake hands and press noses (hongi); and the ritual is over: i.e. 
Waerea+wero+karanga+p#whiri+tangi+whaik#rero+hongi.’ (118) She also points out that ‘[a]djacent 
activities in the ritual of encounter may overlap’ (118). 
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but not knowing whether they would prove appropriate to the encounter, not knowing 

what defences the marae hid, not knowing whether its inhabitants would greet us as 

friend or foe.3  

There I was, summoned to the question of what art can do, borne along by my lineage 

of philosophers, my academic kaumatua (elders) and tupuna (ancestors), carrying my 

kete (woven kit) of concepts and theories from Continental Philosophy (plus the Art 

History and Art Theory I had learned on the job as a lecturer), but going mostly on 

instinct. My guiding instinct, my strongest hunch, being this: If art can do anything, if it 

has any powers to effect change, those powers must proceed, and gain their purchase, 

via the viewer’s viewing of the art (for, to be crystal clear, it’s what art can do for its 

wider audience that I’m interested in – not what it does for its artist/maker). So if I was 

already convinced that art has a practical force, that it is powerful to ‘do’ something in 

the world, this conviction turned out to be instinctively linked with another: that 

human perceptual processes are the key to unlocking that power. On the basis of that 

hunch I wrote my thesis proposal, launching the enquiry thus: 

This research project is concerned with the question of what art can do – what 
political effects, what agencies, what transformative potential and emancipatory 
possibilities it may offer to individual or collective viewers. It proposes that the 
best way to approach this problem is via perception, in an interrogation of what 
happens during and after the encounter between viewer and artwork …  

… I will be examining the emancipatory potentials on offer from a specific range 
of current New Zealand art practices …  

… The practices I am interested in tend not to have explicit political content, but 
in my view offer fascinating dynamic forms whose emancipatory implications are 
generally overlooked.  

… For my investigation of perception (and its relation to art and politics) I [will 
look] primarily at the analyses of recent philosophers including Gilles Deleuze, 
Felix Guattari, Gilbert Simondon and Brian Massumi. (Barnett, ‘Secret Agents’ n. 
pag.)  

I went on to sketch a more detailed overview of the philosophical position I was taking 

at that stage regarding (aesthetic) perception and politics. My aim then was to lead 

myself and my reader through a series of coherent concepts convincing us both of my 
                                                

3 An especially serious consideration in the days when fighting and armed warfare were common practice; 
the current kawa (practice) for approaching another’s marae derives, in stylized form, from those days, and 
retains the same basic elements. 
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claim that a ‘molecular’, process-based philosophy of perception would provide a 

worthwhile path into discovering the power of art. But looking back, it is the tone, the 

writing style, the methodology of my PhD proposal that interests me. A certain mode 

of subjectivity gripped me then. (Indeed, even now I am torn between extending those 

concepts and convincing you with them – or halting them and demonstrating their 

shortfalls. It is quite paralyzing.) I’m going to quote myself verbatim again from that 

early proposal, because the coolness, the dryness, the ‘correctness’ of my first foray 

into PhD research was to become the impetus for the more rebellious moves I found 

necessary later: 

My claim is that the perception of art, in particular, foregrounds affects, 
sensations and forces that precede and ground subjectivisation, setting in motion 
capacities which may carry the viewer into unforeseen modes of experience and 
existence… [and] that far-reaching effects are to be found in the relations and 
capacities set in motion by the perception of (at least some) aesthetic forms… 

…This pre-cognitive account of the perceptual process maps onto the distinction 
Bergson makes between intelligence and instinct, or intuition… [which is] 
peopled not by fixed forms but rather by constantly evolving forms and 
perceptions…  

 [Deleuze and Guattari’s] A Thousand Plateaus (1987)… differentiates between two 
modes of perception occurring on two different planes (which can be read very 
roughly as correlates of Bergson’s intelligence and intuition). The plane of 
transcendence is peopled by perceptions referring to fixed objects… [T]he plane 
of immanence… is peopled with ‘molecular’ forces rather than molar entities… 
what is imperceptible on the plane of transcendence (namely, perception itself) 
becomes perceptible on the plane of immanence. … To bring the imperceptible 
to perception is to have one’s intelligent order destroyed by the irruption of that 
which lies outside of it: it is to recognise that there are exclusions, that not 
everything has been seen, that the possibilities for seeing are far vaster than we 
imagine. That which lies outside the fixed perceptions of cognitive intelligence is 
the force of the real. 

So an immanent ‘seeing’ of perception in action reveals the generative 
possibilities of what can be seen, and simultaneously reveals the conditions and 
limits of specific modes of subjectivity. Thus the potential for movement between 
and beyond those specific modes is also revealed. This kind of seeing occurs 
particularly in art… the creation of those molecular, mobile, rupturing forces on 
the plane of immanence… [that] are percepts, affects and blocs of sensation… 
(Barnett, ‘Secret Agents’ n. pag.)   

While writing my proposal I drew mainly on the aesthetic concepts suggested by 

Deleuze and Guattari in What Is Philosophy? (1994), while using A Thousand Plateaus 
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(1987) – especially ‘plateau’ 10, ‘1730: Becoming-Intense, Becoming-Animal, Becoming-

Imperceptible’ – to flesh out their perceptual schema. These two books equipped me 

with a list of concepts that went something like this: subjectivation, intelligence and 

instinct/intuition, transcendence and immanence, objects and forces, molar and 

molecular, intelligent order and the real, perceptible and imperceptible, forces, 

percepts, affects, blocs of sensation. A bunch of concepts for differentiating, one might 

say, between discourse and life, and more importantly, for pointing out the points of 

intersection and mutual influence between the two (for example, when does discourse 

miss connecting/capturing/opening to life itself? And when does life succeed in 

altering discourse?). 

Next in my proposal I turned to Brian Massumi. Massumi was needed because he had 

already done a lot of bridging work using DeleuzoGuattarian political concepts to 

explain the way artworks operate, for instance in Parables for the Virtual (2002) and 

especially in his essay ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What Happens: a Semblance of a 

Conversation’ (2008). I also found his writing provided a good stylistic bridge. Deleuze 

and Guattari’s esotericism may be fluid and mobile, but it is also so airy, so high-flown, 

so lofty, that it is accessible only to a few. Massumi, to my sensibility anyway, folds 

more direct contact with moving bodies and life into his prose, nurtures his readers 

along more generously with transparent passages and examples less peppered with 

jargon. He perhaps practices ‘minor literature’ less than Deleuze and Guattari too; yet I 

find that, after all, transparency is sometimes a virtue. In my proposal, I wrote:  

Brian Massumi [in ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What Happens’] extends Deleuze’s 
and Guattari’s views of perception, art and the political… Massumi’s discussion is 
well grounded in lived, embodied experience… In any perception [he argues] we 
experience not only the form of an object but also an abstract dynamic suggesting 
our potential ways of relating to that object: “We’re seeing, in the form of the 
object, the potential our body holds” (2). 

Massumi names these potential relations ‘dynamic forms’, or ‘semblances’… for 
instance… invisible things such as volume and weightiness. … “That could be 
another definition of real: what we can’t not experience when we’re faced with it” 
(2). … Aesthetic perception highlights this abstract dynamic, precisely because in 
aesthetic perception we can’t actually act on any of our ways of relating bodily to 
the object. They are held ‘in suspense’, and, “[s]uspending the potentials makes 
them all the more apparent, by holding them to visual form” (3). … Hence, in 
aesthetic perception we begin to perceive the dynamics, or action of vision in 
itself. For Massumi, art is the technique of seeing this process as it unfolds…  
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If each [artwork] has a ‘singular-generic logic’, a ‘style all its own’, then what 
really matters is what style, what logic, it offers – and what new experiences of 
sensation are being capacitated: “You have to have ways of evaluating what modes 
of experience it produces, what forms of life those modes of experience might 
develop into, and what regimes of power might arise from those developments” 
(5).  

An early formulation of the questions to be asked of this [contemporary New 
Zealand] art can be borrowed from Massumi: What does this work take as its 
object? How does it make a semblance of that object? What new modes of 
experience and forms of life might it facilitate? (Barnett, ‘Secret Agents’ n. pag.) 

So I detected in Massumi a link from Deleuze towards a philosophy that for me was 

more materially, corporeally grounded. Undoubtedly Deleuze’s philosophy of 

‘transcendental empiricism’ is immensely concerned with the singularity of bodies and 

the forces that take them, but there’s something more quotidian (or perhaps simply 

more contemporary to me) in Massumi, a willingness to slide into more conversational 

speech – replete with familiar objects, for all that they are there only to be undone – 

that renders him good reading company. At any rate his work promised to help me get 

from the materiality of an artwork to movement in the body of the viewer, via an 

understanding of perceptual processes. Thus it promised to strengthen the string of 

concepts I was then pursuing.4  

                                                

4 There are of course by now many other philosophers developing, applying, practising and extending 
Deleuze’s aesthetic concepts into various theories and philosophies of art. They include, to name but a few 
from a very long list: Simon O’Sullivan (Art Encounters: Deleuze and Guattari – Thought Beyond 
Representation, 2008), Stephen Zepke (Art as Abstract Machine: Ontology and Aesthetics in Deleuze and 
Guattari, 2005), Anne Sauvagnargues (Deleuze and Art, 2013), Ronald Bogue (Deleuze’s Way: Essays in 
Transverse Ethics and Aesthetics, 2007, among others) and John Rajchman (The Deleuze Connections, 2000). 
On the themes of materiality and movement that I was then (with Massumi’s help) focusing on, 
Rajchman’s explication of Deleuzian ‘sensation’ and its utter distinction from representation and 
discourse, for instance, is very helpful:  

in his logic, Deleuze works out a notion of “sense” prior to the establishment of codes, 
languages and, in this sense of “mediums” (118) 

to extract sensation from representation, making it a matter of experimentation rather than 
judgment, is also to free the art of seeing from its subordination to prior concept or 
discourse. (129) 

the aim of art is, through expressive materials, to extract sensations from habitual sensibilia 
– from habits of perception, memory, recognition, agreement – and cause us to see and feel 
in new or unforeseen ways. (135) 

When thus emphasising the ‘art of seeing’ Rajchman comes close to my own interests. Anne 
Sauvagnargues also spends time elucidating Deleuze’s materialist conceptualization of perception, 
art and image:  
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That was how I opened my investigation. But what I found, in fact, once I started to 

research in earnest, was that I could get closer to the kind of embodied aesthetic 

perception I was seeking by using some different Deleuzian concepts – those he 

invented in the two Cinema books, not for discussing art but for discussing film – and 

by looking closely at his barely acknowledged precursor, Gilbert Simondon. Hence, it 

was the latter philosophies of perception and politics and aesthetics that I explored 

through the first three chapters of this thesis. In a moment I will turn to outlining the 

directions taken by those chapters, and the ways in which they extended my enquiry.  

But sticking with my proposal for a moment more, we should dwell briefly on the other 

significant object of my research named at the outset, aside from Continental 

Philosophies of perception: namely, contemporary New Zealand art. If I commenced 

my journey in the company of some favourite philosophers, I was also in the company 

of some favourite artists.5 The five artists I chose in the end to investigate (a much 

the image as conceived by Deleuze… is a mode of matter, real movement, and the effect of 
art must be understood from this strictly positive perspective. (19) 

Art is real; it produces real effects on the plane of forces and not forms. (19) 

the capture of forces reveals that the effect of art, including literature, is not reducible to 
its linguistic dimension, but requires a semiotics of the affect that is not reducible to the 
discursive, which is a true logic of sensation. (19) 

At the time of writing my proposal I was aware of but had not read these secondary writers. I have 
since read many of them as an aid to understanding Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts; however few 
of them have ended up receiving page-time in my thesis, since I have (ultimately) not been engaged 
primarily in a textual explication nor a concept-based philosophising, but rather in my own 
adoption-of and running-with a very small number of primary concepts as an aid to looking at art. 
Massumi is one of the few ‘Deleuzian’ writers I have accorded significant page-space to – because 
he has in my view scrutinized most closely the question of Deleuzian perception as it pertains to art 
(though as we see above Rajchman and others have certainly spent time on this question); for my 
sense that Massumi has himself ‘run with’ Deleuze’s (and many other philosophers’) concepts 
beyond secondary (and interminably abstracting) explication to the point of evolving a singular 
aesthetic philosophy of his own; and finally because that philosophy simply resonates and agrees 
with me. 

5 My long-list of potential subjects included: painters Richard Lewer, Liz Maw, Jeena Shin, Ruth Thomas-
Edmond and Amber Wilson; photographers Edith Amituanai, Fiona Amundsen, Joyce Campbell, Ben 
Cauchi, Darren Glass, Rebecca Ann Hobbs, Richard Orjis and Layla Rudneva-Mackay; video artists Daniel 
Crooks, Alex Monteith and Clinton Watkins; installation, multi-media and new media artists Eve 
Armstrong, Douglas Bagnall, Hannah and Aaron Beehre, Lisa Benson, Mladen Bizumic, Stella Brennan, 
Benjamin Buchanan, Bekah Carran,  Brett Graham and Rachel Rakena, David Hatcher, Fiona Jack, Janine 
Randerson, Lisa Reihana, Daniel Von Sturmer and Francis Upritchard; performance artists Kah Bee 
Chow and Alicia Frankovich; sound artists Richard Francis and James McCarthy. They comprise, I think, 
a diverse enough bunch to indicate that I never intended to pursue rationalized form-, medium- or 
discipline-based classifications and selections of artists. A diverse enough bunch to show how naively and 
blindly I was following hunches.  
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much smaller group than intended) were mostly youthful and female… artists I not 

only loved but who were in some cases a part of my contemporary local milieu, making 

art that I felt closely connected with. (The philosophers I took as my companions were 

likewise those I knew and loved. Not friends, of course, but those whom, as a scholar, I 

had ‘grown up with’ and felt to form my milieu. Together they formed part of my 

personal artistic and philosophical lineage or whakapapa.) The decision process by 

which I chose to write about each artist actually felt fairly arbitrary, often taking the 

form: ‘I liked that exhibition, I think I’ll write about it.’ But that said, virtual forces 

underlie many a hunch and by the end of my thesis I had indeed ‘outed’ some of the 

inclinations underlying my selection process.6  

It interests me now that I did not say more in my proposal about ‘contemporary New 

Zealand art’ – about what I thought that was, what it meant to me. I just listed some 

possible artists for discussion; the ones I liked best from the group of emergent to mid-

career artists exhibiting regularly in Aotearoa at the time, the ones I considered most 

challenging and interesting and experimental and smart. Yet, however edgy, it’s fair to 

say I also erred towards art on the global, Western model of contemporary fine art. A 

broad and loose category, to be sure, but one that excludes plenty too (such as outsider 

art, and the entire globe’s-worth of non-Western ‘artefacts’); its exclusions all 

monitored by the complex international ecosystem of galleries, curators, funding 

bodies, dealers, et cetera. Generally speaking my own interests extend well into the 

‘excluded’ kinds of art too, but at that time of proposal-writing it was a slightly more 

mainstream contemporary New Zealand art that I felt compelled (I might even say 

obliged) to examine. I’m by no means an apologist for the fine art canon. But for the 

sake of pursuing my art-perception enquiry I did err on the safe side of looking at 

artists clearly practising ‘within the system’ – not wanting to confuse my then driving 

questions with additional, potentially undermining, questions regarding what ought to 

be considered art at all. (And perhaps also suspecting that I would be pushing the 

bounds of PhD convention in other regards so opting to ‘stay safe’ on this one.) 

So this phrase ‘contemporary New Zealand art’ appeared in my proposal as a wee blip, 

a blind spot almost, on the radar; an undefined category – yet it was the indispensable 

topic of study. It was almost as if I was hiding behind philosophy, somehow afraid of 

                                                

6 The inclination, for instance, towards art with a certain mixed-up ‘ethno-cultural’ bite. 
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letting the specific, concrete, singular and local into my proposal (or unsure of how to 

do so) – and perhaps suffering from a kind of guilty shame that I did not know more 

clearly what the phrase meant to me. (To be fair I was also avoiding what I knew to be a 

foolish task: any attempt at definition of that category. I never intended to offer a 

definition for New Zealand art: if the artist was born here or had lived here for an 

extended period, that would do.) Yet I had taken ‘Contemporary New Zealand art’ as 

the object of my study. It wasn’t a globalized conception of contemporary art in the 

West that I wanted to explore; it was something more singular, more local and more 

relevant to me. I had put New Zealand, or Aotearoa, at the centre of my research. 

Clearly I wanted to know more about it. Whatever the strangely understated situation 

(a combination probably of the seven years I’d spent in Europe and a deeper feeling of 

being an outsider to a culture I should have been inside of), I was setting myself up to 

rectify it. Instinctively I knew that this was an opportunity to fold something more of 

my life in with the philosophies I had learned (within the institution) to love yet which 

were frankly far removed from my world. In naming this category – however vague it 

might be, and certainly I’d name it differently now (at the very least, incorporating toi 

M"ori (M!ori arts)) – I was acknowledging a desire to think (my) difference, to think 

(my) marginalization, to think (my) singularity. A desire, I might say now, to ‘become 

more myself’.7 Either way, for the time being, ‘contemporary New Zealand art’ was an 

amorphous imagined unit on the other side of the palisade, inside the marae, on 

invisible home ground, while I was the yearning outsider looking for signs of welcome.  

                                                

7 With all the benefit of hindsight I can now say that some kind of ‘poetics of relation’ and ‘creolisation’ – 
to borrow Edouard Glissant’s Deleuzian, rhizomatic concept for the constant co-becoming of multiple 
simultaneous cultural identities – is what the artists I chose have in common. Glissant (2010) says, ‘In 
creolisation, you can change, you can be with the Other, you can change with the Other while being 
yourself, you are not one, you are multiple, and you are yourself’ (61). Or on a more molar level (and 
capitulating momentarily to a ‘globalised’, albeit contemporary, paradoxical and nuanced, view), I could 
say that this art aligns with Terry Smith’s perceived ‘world current’ (one of three he describes in 
Contemporary Art: World Currents, 2011) of a global contemporary art that, in response to our culturally 
diverse world, is characterised by transnationalism and identity questions:  

By building out from the details of locality and place, artists elaborate their own society’s 
sense of uniqueness. But they also see the importance of countering tendencies toward 
narrow chauvinism and nationalistic unfreedom, so they often highlight international and 
cosmopolitan perspectives. These frequently take the form of a kind of traveling through 
time, a display of the many pasts that persist in the present. A distinctive aesthetic is taking 
shape, one that mixes tastes, imagery, and textures from many times and places, creating 
unexpected conjunctures that override cultural borders, geographic boundaries, and 
semiotic stereotypes, and melt categorical distinctions such as those usually drawn between 
the human and the animal. (319)  
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My proposal finished by imagining some further outcomes – beyond a new 

philosophical conception of aesthetic politics – triggered by a deepened engagement 

with New Zealand art. For one thing, I suggested that: 

in staging an encounter between current New Zealand art practices and 
international thinking about perception, I am challenging the two to mutually 
enrich each other. Hence, via my study of local art forms, I also aim to contribute 
to the international art-political discourse some techniques for [as Brian Massumi 
suggests] evaluating the perceptual power of singular aesthetic forms. 

In this inclination towards evaluation techniques, it wasn’t that I wanted to better 

categorise or classify art forms. Heaven forbid! But that, in honing in on our art, our 

position, our productions and creations and expressions, I hoped to encourage a 

sensitivity to aesthetic powers, an openness and receptivity that escaped given 

globalized notions and definitions of art and, in its very singularity, signaled the 

ineffable multiplicity of ways in which aesthetic forms might affect us. Less 

hyperbolically, I was feeling my way towards new techniques for viewing, something like 

the techniques for reading that Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2011) invokes here:  

It’s not that literature says good things, it’s mostly boring literature that says good 
things. But what it does is that it allows you to practice suspending yourself in 
another’s text, which is preparation for being able to move and interrupt knowing 
when the ethical hits you.... The bottom line of teaching literature as such is to 
teach how to read in the most robust sense.... to teach an activism of the 
imagination and the intellect... It is to teach how to play oneself as an instrument, 
distant yet connected.  (n. pag.)  

Deleuze says something similar about techniques for hearing here, as Simone Bignall 

and Paul Patton (2010) observe: 

Deleuze might well have pointed to his work on the importance of a particular 
quality of listening as an alternative solution, relevant to the postcolonial project 
of making subaltern speech audible: ‘There is no absolute ear; the problem is to 
have an impossible one – making audible forces that are not audible in 
themselves’ (Deleuze 2007: 160). (10) 

Aside from this concern to evolve, from a kind of localism, new techniques for viewing 

art, I concluded that:  

… a final stage of the research will be to ask how the collection of New Zealand 
art practices I am exploring can in turn reveal some limitations in, and open new 
potentials for, the international philosophies and concepts I have been working 
with. (‘Secret Agents’ n. pag.) 
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And indeed that happened. As I’ve revisited my early proposal over these last few 

pages I’ve found myself having to skirt and postpone mention of my much later 

squeamishness, skirmishes and reprisals regarding that proposal – all of which were a 

product of what the art did to me. Of how, more wildly than I could have ever 

predicted, art turned my assumptions inside out, tore my tricks and tools from my 

grasp, exposed their inadequacies for the task at hand, proved a formidable foe to the 

disciplinary/methodological phalanx I embarked amongst – and, despite all of that, 

proved to be not just an ally, not just a friend, but part of me. Or I should rather say, 

claimed me as a part of it. 

But back then I didn’t know all this would happen. I did not even know, as I wielded 

my given philosophical attitudes and tools and tricks, whether I was waiting at the art-

marae gate as a representative, an ambassador for those methodologies, that discipline 

of philosophy – or whether my current method was merely provisional, expedient, a 

temporary guise for a more personal mission… Was I a member of one party, 

approaching another? Or was I a runner between parties, guided by altogether 

heterogeneous forces both immanent and transcendent? Where did I belong in 

relation to the scenario I found myself playing out? And what unforeseen parties, what 

other milieux, were awaiting discovery within this dim hazy fortress of a problem yet 

closed and concealed by clouds? No, such questions did not occur to me. I simply 

gathered my philosophical and artistic wh"nau (family) around me, peered with them 

into the dimness and, uttering our waerea, prepared to enter the marae. 

Wero  

And so I began my initial series of explorations into the philosophy of perception, in 

each of which a philosophical concept, or nexus of concepts, was explored in 

conjunction with works by one or two artists. These explorations are outlined in my 

thesis’s three, rather short, opening ‘chapterettes’. The first philosopher I investigate is 

Gilbert Simondon, whose acquaintance I had made via Massumi and (more covertly) 

Deleuze and Guattari. Simondon published three key texts. The first was Le mode 

d’existence des objets techniques (On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects) (1958). The 

second (and Part I of his PhD thesis) was L’individu et sa genèse physico-biologique (The 

Individual and its Physico-Biological Genesis) (1964), in which Simondon critiques and 

revitalizes the concept of form (with implications for the aesthetic side of my enquiry), 
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and offers a dynamic, generative – or in a Simondonian register, ‘transductive’ and 

‘individuative’ – account of perception that finds an echo in Deleuze’s later theory. The 

third (and Part II of his PhD thesis) was L’individuation psychique et collective (Psychic and 

Collective Individuation) (1989), in which he discusses the psychic evolutions of the 

human being in response to his or her inner and outer circumstances (with relevance 

for my thinking about the transformations undergone by the viewer of art), which again 

occur in part through the perceptual process.8 

For Simondon, perception is not ‘of’ an object or ‘of’ a preexisting form (say, a 

perception of the M!ori demigod M!ui, or of a carving of M!ui, or of a photograph of 

M!ui). Rather, it is the invention of a form – a form that modifies the relation of subject 

(me the viewer) and object (the photograph of M!ui), and the structure of each too. 

Such inventions are forced whenever we find ourselves before something new in the 

world, something we need to find an orientation with – whenever we find ourselves a 

part of what Simondon calls a disparation. And in this process of inventing – and being 

modified by – a relational, dynamic form, it is the entire ‘world’ that’s perceived. The 

entire world is newly polarized by this form in such a way that we and the ‘something’ 

we have encountered, together, acquire meaning.9  

So objects do not simply exist for Simondon – they are constituted through the larger 

process of individuation performed by perception. A form is no longer of an object, a 

separate, discrete thing in a place and time; a form implies things about the position of 

the viewer, the shape of the world… everything is implicated. The subject perceives so 

as to be oriented, is indeed produced in being oriented. At any rate, what is central for 

Simondon is not the object or subject or viewer, but the perceptual process itself.  

Key to this inventive perceptual process is the ‘associated milieu’ – also called by 

Simondon the ‘ground’ of thought and the ‘reservoir’ of potential – which we carry 

around with us, the kind of indivisible sum total of not-yet-used ‘leftovers’ from all the 

individuations and perceptions and inventions we’ve ever gone through – all that could 

                                                

8 Note that only small excerpts of Simondon’s work are available in English in published translations, 
mainly in edited volumes of multi-author essays; in addition to these I refer to unpublished online 
translations of Simondon’s work – hence the absence of page numbers for some quotations. See Works 
Cited at the end of this thesis for details. 

9 Many perceptions/’inventions’ are, no doubt, repeated habitually in everyday life – but there are always 
subtle variations too, according to our current needs, interests or situation. (And Massumi talks about this 
too, in terms of likenesses.) 
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have happened but didn’t get taken up during previous moments of orientation. This 

associated milieu, this amorphous realm of possibilities I have to draw on in my life 

now, is my own little key to the riches of the universe, in all its potential. As Simondon 

explains in On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, this associated milieu, this 

intermediary between the individual and the universe, operates a ‘recurrent causality’ 

that enables all our inventive seeing and perceiving and living and growing to occur: ‘It 

is because living beings are individual and carry their associated milieus with them that 

they are able to invent’ (‘Technical Individualization’ 208).  

And Simondon observes that this ground is what is repeatedly overlooked in accounts 

not only of life and perception but of the imaginative process:  

[The ground] is what allows the system of forms to exist. Forms do not participate 
with other forms, but rather participate in the ground. The ground is the system 
of all forms, or rather the common reservoir of the tendencies of forms before 
they even exist as separate entities and are constituted as an explicit system. The 
relationship of participation connecting the forms to the ground is a relation that 
straddles the present and imbues it with the potential influence of the future, 
with an influence of the virtual on the actual. For the ground is the system of 
virtualities, potentials, and forces on the way, whereas the forms constitute the 
system of the actual. Invention is a taking-charge of the system of actuality by the 
system of virtualities. It is the creation of one system from these two systems.  

Forms are passive inasmuch as they represent actuality. They become active when 
they organize themselves in relation to the ground, thus actualizing prior 
virtualities. (‘Technical Individualization’ 208)  

The two artists I look at alongside Simondon in Chapter 2 are Lisa Benson (an 

Aotearoa-New Zealand artist working across photography, painting, installation and 

performance) and Daniel Crooks (an Aotearoa-New Zealand born, Australia-based 

video artist), both of whom, despite their very different practices, highlight – indeed, 

force into action – perception’s productive or ‘individuative’ capacity by presenting the 

viewer with situations that are ‘unstable’, presenting disparations in the form of visual 

conundrums that await and incite (while indefinitely postponing) the 

stabilizing/orienting operation of perception.  

Indeed, this experience of disorientation, or ‘out-of-stepness’ as I called it at the time, 

paraphrasing Simondon, has become a central theme of my thesis, eventually 

coagulating under the term groundlessness. I might even argue for a definition of art as a 

sensible form that produces groundlessness (which I think, in a way, both Deleuze-

Guattari and Massumi do). If so, then this chapter in which the main thing I discovered 
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was a Simondonian groundlessness in the works of Benson and Crooks, was 

emphatically inadequate as an exploration of those artworks as singularities. (By the 

same token I think also I elided myself as a truly singular viewer in my telling of 

Benson’s and Crooks’s works as models of individuation – which elision may perhaps 

be a product of objectifying/universalizing tendencies in Simondon’s own theory, or at 

least in his discourse.) But the chapter did help me to describe this simultaneously ‘un-

grounding’ or ‘dis-orienting’, and re-grounding, experience that may be one of the 

functions of art. And it is a function that, we’ll see, I’ve ended up undergoing myself, 

being both lost and re-individuated countless times, not only through the process of 

viewing the artworks discussed, but through this entire thesis-writing process. (Thus 

on Simondon’s terms, my ‘straight’ discursive style at the outset expresses just a first 

orientation, an initial polarizing-of-the-world that both gave meaning to my beginning 

and threw me swiftly into disarray).   

[T]he individual is to be understood as … occupying only a certain phase of the 
whole being … becoming exists as one of the dimensions of the being, … it 
corresponds to a capacity beings possess of falling out of step with themselves, of 
resolving themselves by the very act of falling out of step. (‘Genesis’ 300-1) 

* 

After Simondon, for Chapters 3 and 4, I turned my attention to Gilles Deleuze’s 

philosophy of perception, particularly as expounded in Cinema 1: The Movement-Image 

(1986) and Cinema 2: The Time-Image (1989), where he makes clear his debt to Bergson 

and Peirce. The Bergsonian origins of his theory are discussed in Chapter 3 (which I 

will look at shortly), while in Chapter 4 I focus directly on Deleuze’s concepts of 

‘aberrant movement’ and ‘powers of the false’, using these concepts to rethink the 

genre of documentary in relation to the split-video installations of Irish-born New 

Zealand artist Alex Monteith. It should be noted that, whereas Simondon’s main object 

of enquiry was technological evolution (as well as human psychic evolution), these 

Deleuzian concepts were devised specifically in relation to cinema. Thus, for what it’s 

worth, we are approaching a philosophy more directly applicable, and requiring less 

‘translation’/adaptation, to my own object of enquiry, fine art.10 (As mentioned earlier, 

Deleuze, with Guattari, did develop concepts specifically pertaining to art in What Is 

                                                

10 Simondon’s account of technical invention, as Massumi notes in ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What 
Happens’, ‘places the technical object and art in the same orbit, without reducing one to the other.’ (14)  
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Philosophy?, but I have found the dynamic, bodily, perception-oriented cinematic 

concepts more suitable for the kinds of multi-media, time-based works I’m focusing on 

in this thesis, and more suitable for the perception-based thrust of my enquiry in 

general.) 

Deleuze bases his argument (and I am focusing here on Cinema 2) on a sensory-motor 

schema in which: ‘Perception is organized in obstacles and distances to be crossed, 

while action invents the means to cross and surmount them’ (40). He then imagines 

and points to what happens when 

in modern cinema ... the sensory-motor schema is no longer in operation, but at 
the same time it is not overtaken or overcome. It is shattered from the inside. 
That is, perceptions and actions cease to be linked together, and spaces are now 
neither coordinated or filled.’ (40-1) 

That is, Deleuze imagines what happens when all possible action is ‘suspended’11. In 

such scenarios, in such cinema, we see ‘aberrant movement’, or, movement that does 

not centre on any subject or object. It is no longer related to centres, for a central 

subject or object of action can no longer be located, and ‘the seen is no longer 

extended into action’ (Cinema 2 Glossary). Aberrant movement is produced in cinema 

via irrational or ‘jump’ cuts executed by the film’s editor; or, says Deleuze, via the 

‘tracking shots of Resnais and Visconti, and Welles’s depth of field’ (39), or it might be 

‘on the contrary, the crushing of depth and the planitude of the image, which, in 

Dreyer and other authors, will directly open the image on to time ....’ (39) But whatever 

the technique, in each case the effect is that ‘people and things occupy a place in time 

which is incommensurable with the one they have in space.’ (39).12 And via any such 

aberrant movement, the image is opened directly onto what Deleuze calls a ‘direct 

time-image’.  

What happens next, says Deleuze, is a crisis of action. Under such aberrant 

circumstances, linear narrative arcs will not unfold, because no actual action can take 

place to keep the narrative ticking along. We see time splitting into myriad virtual 

                                                

11 The term ‘suspended’ being Massumi’s from ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What Happens’. But for Massumi 
this happens directly, before an artwork. For Deleuze it happens indirectly, that is we don’t experience our 
own sensory-motor situation collapsing – we see others’ collapsing on-screen.  

12 Interestingly, Deleuze quotes Simondon only once in the entire Cinema project – in the chapter on ‘The 
Powers of the False’, while explaining the effect on cinematic space of aberrant movement and the 
collapse of the sensory-motor schemata (Cinema 2 128-9). 
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linkages, and experience the arbitrariness of specific narratives. Instead of the seamless 

storyline, we virtually perceive a proliferation of images, possibilities, associations 

arising from the aberrant image. Deleuze names this latter phenomenon, whereby any 

given narrative is revealed to be an arbitrary selection from multiple possibilities, the 

‘powers of the false’: 

narration ceases to be truthful, that is, to claim to be true, and becomes 
fundamentally falsifying. ... It is a power of the false which replaces and 
supersedes the form of the true ... (131).  

The political dimension of this can be understood easily in light of the last few 

decades’ critiques of representation, and their insistence on what gets excluded from 

any image, any story. But at the same time Deleuze’s is a different way of approaching 

aesthetic politics – a shift away from the politics of representation, and critiques of the 

image in terms of what it does or does not show (though the latter certainly remains 

relevant to me), towards a critique of affect. A critique of what happens to the viewer 

viewing those representations (and other percepts). And my interest lies here, in 

techniques of viewing, more than in techniques of image-making. 

Although Deleuze is discussing modern cinema – Godard’s jump cuts, for instance – 

when he introduces the concepts of aberrant movement and powers of the false, in this 

chapter I argue that Monteith institutes aberrant movement in her video art primarily 

through her installation practices. (It is not editing ‘internal’ to the film, but rather the 

‘irrational’ installation technique of ‘editing’ together multiple simultaneous video 

projections that creates aberrant movement and opens the work out onto a ‘direct 

time-image’. Nevertheless Monteith’s ‘aberrant movement’ does still present itself to us 

cinematically via the flat screen of multiple flush videos projected on the flat screen of 

the gallery wall.)13 Further, I argue that Monteith’s aberrant installation strategy has 

powerful political effects because the footage used (unlike most of the cinema Deleuze 

discusses) is in fact ‘documentary’ footage of ‘real’ events (such as Aotearoa-New 

Zealand’s Waitangi Day protests) – hence it produces a more fundamentally 

                                                

13 In the case of the Monteith videos discussed in this chapter, movement’s aberration arises from the 
artist’s installation strategy of twin projections that at first glance appear mirrored but are in fact separate 
pieces of footage. In those works whose footage has distinctly political content, the effect of the split view 
and multiple shimmering virtual images is to falsify history itself. (Even in the less clearly political works 
this still happens – hence they too are political. It just happens more subtly, hence we may not notice it 
happening.) 
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disturbing/disorienting falsification, if you will.14 This is not to say that aberrant 

movement is in any way unique to Monteith’s video practice, so much as to usefully 

extend Deleuze’s discussion into a field of film and fine art practice – i.e. video art – 

that went largely unmentioned by Deleuze (certainly in both the Cinema books and 

What Is Philosophy?).  

As with Simondon, Benson and Crooks, my response to Monteith’s works at this point 

is limited by the concepts used, but useful to a point. And as with Simondon, this 

conceptual exploration proves also relevant to my own thesis-writing practice. For in 

Deleuze’s Cinema 2 chapter on ‘The Powers of the False’, he contrasts two modes of 

description and narration: 

A description which assumes the independence of its object will be called 
organic... A crystalline description stands for its object, replaces it, both creates 
and erases it… (126)  

Narration is no longer a truthful narration which is linked to real (sensory-motor) 
descriptions. Description becomes its own object and narration becomes 
temporal and falsifying at exactly the same time. The formation of the crystal, the 
force of time and the powers of the false are strictly complementary, and 
constantly imply each other as the new co-ordinates of the image. (132)  

This distinction becomes useful to me later as I struggle to understand why my 

descriptions of my artworks aren’t ‘touching’ the latter in the way I want them to. 

* 

In Chapter 3, looking at the exhibition Save Yourself by Francis Upritchard (a New 

Zealand-born, London-based sculptor and installation artist), Deleuze’s aberrant 

movement is again my pivotal concept.  

But, pursuing further the links between Deleuze’s aberrant movement and the 

processes of perception, I delve also into Henri Bergson’s concept of perception as 

explicated in his Matter and Memory (1896/1991) and relied on heavily by Deleuze in 

both Cinema books. Bergson points to an ‘interval’, gap or ‘zone of indetermination’ 

that interposes itself [in humans at least] between initial sensory input and the decisive 

                                                

14 Though Deleuze himself makes the following comment on documentary: 

[T]he same transformation involves the cinema of fiction and the cinema of reality and 
blurs their differences; in the same movement, descriptions become pure, purely optical 
and sound, narrations falsifying and stories, simulations. The whole cinema becomes a 
free, indirect discourse, operating in reality. (Cinema 2 155) 
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action by which it becomes actualized as a perception of a specific object.15 Thus the 

process of perception, for Bergson in Matter and Memory, is indistinguishable from the 

tendency of the body to movement16: 

perception appears at the precise moment when a stimulation received by matter 
is not prolonged into a necessary action. (32) 

the indetermination of the movements of your body ... gives the exact measure of 
the extent of your perception. (41) 

Our representation is the measure of our possible action upon bodies: it results 
from the discarding of what has no interest for our needs, or more generally, for 
our functions. (38) 

the sole question is, then,  to know how and why this image is chosen to form 
part of my perception, while an infinite number of other images remain excluded 
from it. (42)  

So Deleuze picks up on this Bergsonian interval between perception and action to 

claim that, when aberrant, decentred movement  presents itself, a film’s characters 

(and we along with them) are forced to abandon the extension of perception into action 

and instead become ‘pure seers’: 

Sensory-motor situations have given way to pure optical and sound situations to 
which characters, who have become seers, cannot or will not react, so great is 
their need to ‘see’ properly what is there in the situation. (Cinema 2 128) 

Some characters, caught up in certain pure optical and sound situations, find 
themselves condemned to wander about or go off on a trip. These are pure seers, 
who no longer exist except in the interval of movement ... (Cinema 2 41) 

I understand Deleuze’s optical and sound situations to be an extension of Bergson’s 

analysis of the way the senses receive separate information, triggering different 

simultaneous ‘directions’ for the body’s movement (‘each of the qualities perceived in 

the same object by my different senses symbolizes a particular direction of my activity, 

a particular need’ (Matter and Memory 49)). If these aren’t re-unified, as Bergson says we 

                                                

15 Bergson also uses the term virtual: ‘there is nothing positive here, nothing added to the image, nothing 
new. The objects merely abandon something of their real action in order to manifest their virtual influence 
of the living being upon them’ (Matter and Memory 37); ‘the real action passes through, the virtual action 
remains’ (39). 

16 Thus Bergson’s perception can be linked to Simondon’s perception as the feedbacky invention of a form 
with which to orient and move our bodies (and also to Massumi’s more recent concept of ‘dynamic form’, 
which he borrows from 1950s Susanne Langer, and which I draw upon for my analysis of a Lisa Reihana 
installation in Chapter 5).  
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must learn to do, we’ll get a ‘pure optical situation’, and so forth through the other 

senses. (And of these, Deleuze clearly privileges the visual/optical, followed by the 

auditory, presumably because it’s cinema he’s discussing). 

With Upritchard, we are no longer in the realm of film or video – the media for which 

these concepts were invented – but in the realm of a non-moving, three-dimensional, 

spatially extensive fine art installation.17 I am claiming that this still artwork also 

produces a direct image of time. For any movement that occurs is ours, the spectator’s, 

so any aberrant movement must be perceived directly by us, and felt in our own 

bodies, as we move through the exhibition space, taking the place of the character in 

the cinematic scene. So we, I will argue, occupy incommensurable places in time and 

space. Aberrant movement has not been ‘made’ by the artist – rather the conditions 

have been provided for aberrant movement to be ‘felt’ by the viewer. So compared 

with the cinema, Upritchard’s installation demands more of the viewer’s attention and 

participation if the aberrant movement – and the ‘pure optical images’ of the installation 

– are to be ‘seen’. ‘Sensory-motor situations have given way to pure optical and sound 

situations to which characters [or in Upritchard’s case, actors, spectators], who have 

become seers, cannot or will not react, so great is their need to ‘see’ properly what is 

there in the situation.’ (Cinema 2 128) And thus the ‘aberrant movement’ of installation 

art brings us closer still to rediscovering, or ‘seeing’, the aberrations and falsifications 

and direct time-images that condition our everyday perceptions and are a part of life 

itself. 

This latter concept, of the ‘seer’, along with Deleuze’s concept of the ‘frontier’ – 

affecting the viewer as much as the figures, and enabling us to reach the premises of 

another identity – becomes key by the end of the chapter. As in Chapters 2 and 4, the 

conclusions I draw in Chapter 3 are ultimately more generalized than I’d intended. Of 

course it’s not the case that Upritchard alone achieves aberrant movement in 

installation art. But rather that she helps me think through the way much art does this 

to its viewers – separates out their time and space, their sense perceptions, and makes 

them see the virtual zone that undoes them as stable beings, pulls them apart at their 
                                                

17 This is, in a sense, an un-Deleuzian thing to do on my part, since his concepts were invented for the 
context at hand and not considered ‘transferable’. But as mentioned, despite the existence of many 
Deleuzian concepts for fine art (for instance with Guattari in What is Philosophy?), my primary interest is in 
the processes of perception and their relation to the viewer’s body dynamics and orientation, and hence I 
have found it necessary to focus instead on extending his cinema concepts in the direction of fine art. 
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centres, and lets them pause on the brink of their becomings. And again, as I 

translated and transducted from cinema to video art to installation art, I found the 

same concepts relevant also to my practice as a writer about these arts (or of these arts). 

‘The frontier can only be grasped in flight, when we no longer know where it passes’; 

‘where something ends, where something else begins, what a frontier is and how to see 

it… through crossing and displacing it endlessly’ (Cinema 2 154). More and more, I 

confronted and created frontiers of my own, with the works I was ‘crossing’. 

After presenting some of Chapter 3 at a conference the comment was made that, if 

installation art can – for instance through Upritchard’s disconcerting scale shifts – 

physically disorient us, ‘aberrating’ our movement in a way similar to but different from 

cinema, sound is potentially even more disorienting, more aberrating.18 This irruption 

of the question of sound, only briefly touched upon thus far – when discussing Crooks 

in Chapter 2 and Monteith in Chapter 4 – quietly preempted some of the drastic 

changes of direction and orientation I underwent during the writing of my next, fifth 

chapter.  

* 

I will enter the murky waters of that fifth chapter shortly.  It is timely first, however, to 

summarise my reflections and feelings upon having written Chapters 2-4. The latter 

emerged more or less as a unit, since I was relying on the same methodology and at 

least related conceptual frameworks for all three. Frameworks that move on from the 

habit of Western thought (from Platonism to the Enlightenment and Imperialism) – 

and not only Western thought – of proceeding by positing molar, actualized objects 

removed from a thinking, viewing self; things that can be looked at, seen 

(ocularcentrism being rife), perhaps touched at their skin or surface… but encountered 

always at a distance; impenetrable, mysterious objects observed by self-contained 

subjects; objects sitting in spaces that must be crossed before perceiving (and knowing) 

can happen. (Just as, at the start of my own research, I felt myself to be facing a mute, 

inaccessible object concealed from me by palisades and mists and hostility.) For the 

theories of perception I drew upon offer a different understanding of the processes by 

                                                

18 This applies already in cinema of course (and, sonsigns or ‘pure sound images’ aside, Deleuze dissects the 
role of sound in film in its own right in Cinema 2 quite separately from the visual concepts under 
discussion here – but he does seem to strongly privilege the optical even if it’s cinema he’s talking about). 
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which we and our world join together in an encounter. An understanding that 

incorporates preindividual reservoirs of potential, associated milieux, collectives, virtual 

grounds from whence forms, objects, thoughts, subjects and actions spring. And we 

can’t help but draw on these zones of indetermination, these virtual realms when we 

find ourselves caught up in a problematic, a disparation, an aberrant movement, a 

disorientation, a falsification. As we dip naturally, instinctively, spontaneously, 

irrepressibly into that reservoir – if we are slow enough as we go – we may glimpse 

pure opsigns and sonsigns in a direct time-image, we may spy the emergent components 

of whatever resolution we eventually find… We grasp a direct image of time as we 

hover there with the world – our tropisms and its polarities – on the verge of entering 

into a new relational form, a new orientation, a new dynamic composition. And we see 

that we are alive and co-productive of/with objects and of/with ourselves – via the 

perceptual process, which begins to become indistinguishable from the very processes 

of individuation and creation, and not removed from the ‘objects’ at all.19 Via this 

assemblage of concepts around the virtual, a different theory of the encounter (with the 

art object, but with the world too) emerges – one not favoring knowledge, but the 

perceiving, co-creating body – one whereby seer and seen do not pre-exist the 

encounter as separate entities, but arise together from a shared disparation – a mutual 

disorientation that already contains, by virtue of the virtual ground, the seeds of its 

resolution.  

Of course, there are significant differences of implication between these philosophers 

too. Is it more socially, politically potent for perception not to extend into action but to 

remain suspended in Bergson’s zone of indetermination, as Deleuze seems to suggest 

with the concept of aberrant movement? Does the beauty lie in the moment of a 

problematic’s resolution – à la Simondon? Doesn’t even acentred perception, and the 

direct time-image, need to eventually extend into action to truly realize its political 

                                                

19 According to WJT Mitchell (What Do Pictures Want?), followed by Jane Bennett (Vibrant Matter), ‘things’ 
becomes a better term than ‘objects’ in such scenarios: ‘“objectivism,” the conviction that we do possess, 
or will in due course, a complete and total account of objects, an exhaustive, eternally comprehensive 
description of the “given” ... Objectivism is the ideological parody of objectivity, and tends toward self-
assurance and certainty about the sovereign subject’s grip on the real. Objectivism is the fantasy of what 
Rousseau called the “sovereign subject,” a picture of the beholder as imperial, imperious consciousness, 
capable of surveying and ordering the entire object world. The gap between objectivism and objectivity 
might be thought of, then, as the moment when the “thing” makes its appearance. It is the moment of 
uncertainty and liminality where ambivalence about objects arises’ (157). 
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force during the singular, concrete situations of contemporary life?20 But to even begin 

to grasp the nature of these latter questions (which only became ‘answerable’ for me at 

the very end of my research), I needed to pull back from my myopic obsession with 

concept rationalization. And thus I found myself, on the brink of commencing Chapter 

5 – and rather belatedly – inviting my underlying methodology (some of my own virtual 

ground, if you will) to pull into view. 

* 

The instinctive procedure by which I wrote Chapters 2-4 was one of: a) describing my 

experience of the artwork selected for discussion; b) explaining some philosophical 

concepts; and c) demonstrating the existence of parallels or resonances between a) and 

b). 

But by the time the fourth chapter was drafted I felt myself against a wall, and was 

vividly experiencing the limits of that original methodology. I had misgivings about the 

way I was selecting concepts rather randomly from the toolkit of philosophies I was 

interested in, without any real justification for applying them to the art in question. 

Moreover, each time I was left with the same bad taste in my mouth that, although I 

had devoted some time to describing the art experience, I had not in the end done the 

art justice. I never wanted to make the fatal mistake of merely using art to illustrate 

philosophy, yet I had a sinking feeling that that was all I had managed to do. I had not 

actually touched or conveyed the singularity of Lisa Benson’s Fade, of Daniel Crooks’s 

Static No. 2, of Alex Monteith’s Looping Manoeuvre, of Francis Upritchard’s Save 

                                                

20 Deleuze’s philosophy is nothing if not empirical, concerned with sensation before all concepts (as 
discussed a few pages back in n.4). It also cleaves to action, for instance embracing/redeeming ‘fabulation’ 
(associated by Bergson with closed societies) precisely for its active dimension, its power to ‘imitate 
perception, and thereby prevent or modify action... and thereby counteract the operations of judgment 
and reason.’ (Bogue 95) Yet his abstract writing style with its serial nominalisations can belie this 
somewhat – I myself even said earlier that I was magnetised by Massumi’s transparent, bodily and 
politically concrete examples in contrast to Deleuze’s (and many of his commentators’) abstractions – no 
matter how minoritising they may be. And such doubts have certainly been directed at Deleuze before 
now; see, for example, the view of Hallward (Out of This World 2006), summarised here by Bignall and 
Patton: ‘Deleuze’s perceived penchant for philosophical and historical abstractions – his preference for 
virtual creativity over the analysis of actually existing political situations – is thought to disable scope for 
concrete acts of engagement with the world, and therefore with the actual scars that continue to mark 
societies in the post-colonial world’ (2). While acknowledging this debate surrounding Deleuze, I do not 
wish to wade into it too deeply, since my thesis is less concerned with defending Deleuze than with 
piecing together my own way towards an active politics of aesthetic looking. 



 

 23 

Yourself. I had used the philosophy to describe how the art works on us – but I had not 

expressed what work each singular artwork did.  

An aporia seemed to grow the more I tried to close it. The more minutely I 

philosophized the more suspicious I became that I wasn’t really engaging with the art, 

much less reaching its singular truth (or its unique powers of falsification). This in 

spite of the fact that, if there was a reason for choosing and preferring the philosophies 

I did, it was because they were about the very process of engagement. They were all 

philosophies of process; of encounter, contact, connection, relation, orientation, 

disorientation, dynamic exchange and transformation. Yes, the process of (perceptual) 

encounter and engagement with art was my primary concern. I was certainly talking 

about it. But I wasn’t sure I was doing it. (I felt the clumsiness, the inadequacy of my 

provisions and weapons, of the resources and discourse with which I was attacking – 

and, no doubt, refortifying – my problem. The sheer complexity, the strength and the 

force of Deleuze and Guattari’s (and Bergson’s and Simondon’s) philosophies both 

excited and intimidated me. But as I attempted to work with them I felt their concepts 

turning cold and heavy in my hands. I felt myself writing only the ‘fixed perceptions of 

cognitive intelligence’ and none of the molecular fluidity and ‘force of the real’ I was 

after. It felt like such a mismatch for the art I was looking at. I said vaguely that I was 

exploring the political, without ever giving concrete locations or contexts for a politics 

that interested me (repeating the mistake of Deleuze according to Hallward?). I clung to 

abstraction, dwelled only in ungrounded concepts. I said I was pursuing the 

(perceptual) source of action, but never said where or when I thought actual action 

might arise or be needed. Yes, my theorising felt weak. 

Similarly, on the art side of things, the more I analysed the process occurring between 

myself and an artwork, the more I felt I was solipsistically defending a philosophy at 

the cost of capturing the real art effect, which seemed to keep rapidly disappearing 

from view. I felt myself describing a view of how art works, without actually 

participating in any work’s singular working; describing a resonance but not respecting 

or nurturing or prolonging or truly valuing its existence. Something was missing: the 

personality and depth and context and love and passion that I knew were lurking in 

every work I studied. I knew how joyously wild and kooky, how astonishingly coloured 

and shaped, how perplexingly composed and fabulously moving art can feel. But all I 

felt was the feeling – after years of immersion in art, but suddenly being back 
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immersed in philosophy books – of utter ennui with the abstraction of what I was 

doing. My research was squashing the art’s affects. And I knew without needing to ask 

anyone or show them my writings that I was letting my art family down. They were 

artists, not philosophers, for good reason, and I aspired to faciliate, not obstruct, their 

offerings. More than ever, I felt that impenetrable wall keeping me from what I wanted 

to touch and get to know. And I felt the art sending out one challenge after another 

that I could not meet. 

I had set up two worlds, of philosophy and of art-as-described, but neither was moving 

or connecting, neither felt properly alive to me, each was just spinning its wheels. In 

feeling myself not touching the art’s sensations, I instinctively felt myself not touching 

my readers either (as humans, as art viewers, as feelers and as actors). Because I wasn’t 

actually giving them something to feel for themselves, something from which 

conviction might arise. I was giving them a description of an artwork and a description 

of a perceptual process. I might persuade them that my descriptions, my accounts of 

perception were plausible. But was I making them experience a productive, let alone 

enlightening resonance between the two? Was I convincing them that it really mattered 

if such resonance existed? So long as I was not directly conveying the singular effects 

and significance of the art qua art, and letting its force pass through my writing, my 

concepts of perception did not have a chance of gaining traction or relevance in 

relation to that powerful art effect. Just as (the iconic New Zealand painter) Colin 

McCahon inverted things to say his painting was ‘about’ the landscape, not ‘of’ it (qtd. 

in Curnow 140), I wanted to invert things back and be able to say my writing is ‘of’ the 

art and not ‘about’ it. I wanted to hold open the space of affect, of the virtual, of the 

firstness of the art as it strikes us in an immanent perceptual dynamic, for as long as 

possible before critical discourse (of any kind, in any discipline) kicks back in. 

One thing was clear: I needed to challenge my methodology.  

If I was claiming that art could change the world, via our perceptions of it, then I 

needed to show the art changing my philosophy too. Indeed, I realized the art could 

only really extend the philosophy if I dared to (however briefly) drop the 

philosophizing altogether to learn new and different things from or about the art. For 

there was something about my efforts to compose art-descriptions in resonance with 

the philosophy that only curtailed my descriptions’ accuracy and delimited the art’s 

effects). Only after dropping it for a while would I come back and refine the 
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philosophy in order for it to reveal these new things about the art to me and my 

readers. And clearly, there could be no single formula for 

approaching/discussing/interpreting each of my selected artworks. 

I needed to make sure each artwork occupied some space in my text in its own way – 

because at this point I had no localism, no singularity, no connectedness in my story. I 

needed to zero in on the place held by the art (basically in the form of description) in 

my text, and bring it to life. I needed to bust out of that sheet of discourse that was 

feeling like a straightjacket, like a suit of medieval plate armour. Those chapters were 

so tight, so airless, all wrapped up, smug, controlled, ‘out of this world’ as Hallward 

would say. Brian Massumi stresses that art needs a ‘sink-hole’, an outlet for its virtuals 

to escape through: ‘I think you have to leave creative outs. You have to build in 

escapes. Drop sink-holes. And I mean build them in – make them immanent to the 

experience’ (Thinking-Feeling’ 9). So did I. I needed to break down the wall between 

writing that dealt with concepts and writing that dealt with the art’s percepts and 

affects – I needed to bring those things into intimate contact. I needed to discover a 

writing that reawakened activity and action. And I needed to start by reinventing my 

approach to ‘describing’ art – including reconsidering the virtual and how to include it 

in my descriptions. I began to get glimmers of how those concepts I’d been 

researching in relation to art were relevant to my writing too. It would be a while yet 

before I’d find myself decentring movement and multiplying points of view in my 

thesis, but for now Deleuze’s accounts of description at least clarified the problem:  

A description which assumes the independence of its object will be called organic 
... A crystalline description stands for its object, replaces it, both creates and 
erases it’ (Cinema 2 126) 

My descriptions to date had been ‘organic’ descriptions of an object ‘over there’ – the 

art object, that separate entity that preexists me and is apart from me. But perhaps I 

could begin to feel my way toward that more crystalline description that produces its 

object as it goes. Towards a writing of the art. 

For the first time I caught a glimpse behind the palisade, and began to grasp the 

nature of this wero. Traditionally the wero (challenge) phase of the M!ori p#whiri 

(welcome ceremony) consists of so many feints, so many false attacks, approaches, 

testings of manoeuvres and strategies and orientations, all conspiring to slowly disclose 

the nature and intent and skills of the visitor, and the nature of the dynamic between 
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visitor and host, and hence the way the encounter will proceed. I was beginning to see 

that the palisade represented an encroaching, potential encounter; that it was not just a 

wall but a permeable frontier between territories and peoples: a meeting-place, a sign, 

even (all going well), of a people to come. The art had laid down its challenge – its 

white feather, its dart,21 its gauntlet – and I stooped now to pick it up. 

Karanga $  Tangi 

When I started Chapter 5, these emergent methodological issues were nagging but still 

inchoate. Unsure quite how to proceed, I set off as normal, but armed this time with 

one of my favourite texts, by the friendlier, more accessible, more contemporary and 

more concrete Brian Massumi (surely the most likely of my chosen theorists to help me 

out of a pickle). I selected a particularly potent (to me) artwork – Lisa Reihana’s major 

installation Digital Marae – and embarked on my first full-length chapter, with the 

intention of really ‘cracking it’ this time. I was using a nexus of concepts proposed by 

Massumi in ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What Happens’, a text which had excited me 

immensely. My intention was: (1) To describe Digital Marae in terms of the (visual and 

aural) percepts and affects and semblances and likenesses and preaccelerations I 

experienced before the work (as distinct from a molar description of the forms I 

perceived), and to do so at length (preserving more of their virtual richness through a 

process of gradual accrual of heterogeneous likenesses – leaving gaps for other virtual 

potentials to be felt – rather than short-circuiting and delimiting their powers). (2) To 

build up, through those percepts and affects, an image of the overall ‘dynamic form’ (a 

Massumian concept echoing Simondon’s relational/orientational form) produced by 

the work. And (3), thus, via this careful virtual-descriptive accumulation, to slowly 

arrive at a glimpse of the subject and world ‘housed’ by the work (which, you may recall, 

I’d suggested in my proposal – following Massumi – as a possible way of gauging a 

work’s political orientation and powers) and even perhaps of the kinds of real actions it 

might give rise to in the world. To do all of this, I figured, it was just up to me to write 

better. To write more openly, more processually, less objectively, less ‘actualizingly’… 

But the more I tried to describe what I saw and experienced, the more still needed 

describing. More than ever, the open-ended virtual potentials of the work, the 

                                                

21 White feathers and darts being traditional M!ori wero/challenge objects, usually picked up by senior 
representatives of the manuhiri (guest) party.  
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thinking-feelings or semblances and affective mobilisations triggered by Digital Marae, 

seemed endless, and impossible to capture in words. The more patiently I sought and 

pursued a crystallised dynamic form (which I’d seen Massumi pull off succinctly in 

relation to the artworks discussed in his text), the more I failed to arrive at any unitary 

subject and world housed by this work. Attending more closely to the art as I was now 

doing led me not to a breakthrough, but to a splintering breakdown. Partly because, 

yes, my descriptions were still philosophically grounded (being descriptions of 

percepts and affects and semblances and likenesses). But, more than that, because a 

closer inspection of the art revealed itself to be, in fact, a closer inspection of me, and 

of the virtual, cultural grounds informing all that I can see. And the me that was 

revealed didn’t feel very unitary at all.  

For Reihana’s art was not just art ‘in the West’. Digital Marae was M!ori art too, 

opening backwards onto other worlds of meaning, other reference points, and not 

least, other definitions and functions (and names) for ‘art’. As I listed, descriptively, 

minutely, like a magic formula, my various preaccelerations before Digital Marae, I saw 

vividly how on the one hand what I could say was conditioned by my past experience, 

but how on the other hand I was feeling far more than I could say.  

From early on in the writing of this chapter I had had in the back of my mind 

Deleuze’s comment about Rouch and Perrault: 

For Perrault, the concern is to belong to his dominated people, and to rediscover 
a lost and repressed collective identity. For Rouch, it is a matter of getting out of 
his dominant civilization and reaching the premises of another identity. (Cinema 2 
152) 

 And I had been sharply aware of the different attitudes towards the work that I’d 

encountered from the M!ori and P!keh! viewers I knew (the M!ori embracing it as 

something that embraced them, something restoring a repressed collective identity; the 

P!keh! often loving it too, but sometimes with the hyper-critical, guilty coloniser’s 

reservation that it might be guilty of adding to the stockpile of exoticising images of 

M!ori, and thus somehow continuing the domination). I had felt myself caught in the 

middle. I knew enough to feel keenly the wrongness of most of the Massumian 

‘likenesses’ I proposed when describing the work: Europe-oriented likenesses, 

described in English, clearly for a more P!keh! audience. My descriptions smothered 

and diluted and distorted even my own feelings before the work. Yet I could find no 
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better language for telling those feelings – which would need to be told, if at all, in 

something like M!ori, and not only that but with the full backdrop of a M!ori 

worldview – told, at the very least, in waiata or moteatea or haka (songs or chants or 

dances)… 

And this is where it got immensely, intensely personal. For I am of that (M!ori) world 

too, and have always known it to be a part of who I am. I whakapapa back to Rangi-nui 

(the god of the heavens depicted in Reihana’s digital marae) and Hoturoa (captain of 

the Tainui waka/canoe) and Raukawa (founding figurehead of my own iwi/tribe). Yes, 

my P!keh! upbringing and education have kept from me full knowledge of my M!ori 

kaupapa (philosophies) and tikanga (customs) and kawa (practices). But I’ve paid 

attention and cared enough to understand that the M!ori world explains things 

differently, and might have explained things differently to me, had such an education 

been fully available to me. Even without that education I did know this other world of 

mine in some ways, if not via the mind then via other, more cellular, more molecular 

means and memories... And so, stubbornly, I clung to my right and need to speak of 

Digital Marae from both perspectives, despite the shameful, glaring gaps in my 

knowing. To put it simply, the work split me in two. You could say I was slowly being 

forced to comprehend, experientially, the full meaning of Bergson’s view that 

perception is the measure of our actions; of Simondon’s view that the disparation we 

make with the work produces the form that we see; of Massumi’s view that our 

preaccelerations or dispositions to move give us our seeing.  

All I could see – at first – were splittings. But I had hit, viscerally, the end of that 

conceptual road. I was now filled with the conviction – not just the speculation – that I 

must drop the philosophy and ‘go’ with the art. I understood that only by putting down 

completely the homogeneous flow of my PhD-conventional discourse, and turning 

around to face the past, to face my own lineage, would I be able to keep moving. I 

understood that you can’t keep holding onto the thing you’ve always held onto if you 

want a completely different vantage point and understanding. You have to let it go. No 

amount of complex philosophizing of perception and time would disguise the fact that 

it was still philosophy – which makes an objective picture of a kind of thought that puts 

its objects under the microscope for scrutiny and analysis (double the representation). 

Even Massumi’s percept/affect/dynamic form approach was suddenly emasculated in 

my eyes.  
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The humanities style discourse I had been inhabiting and upholding and prolonging 

until then became repugnant. A parasite I needed to tear out of my brain, just as much 

as I needed to tear myself out of it. Yes, I could at this point (and perhaps should) have 

pursued my philosophies further, exploring how this crisis itself was, for example, a 

Simondonian problematic, a disparation driving me to new individuations, forcing me 

to fold in more of the preindividual I carry with me, allowing me to see…  But how 

could I? When it would only be condoning further the colonisation of my mind by a 

P!keh! upbringing and education? I was by now consuming postcolonial theory (and 

worrying a lot about how one begins to speak of what one does not know – me 

speaking of my M!ori-ness, for instance; and simultaneously worrying about how one 

does not speak, how one can dream of gagging one’s very thought process – me gagging 

my P!keh!-ness, for instance). But again I felt unable to use that theory, because I just 

didn’t want to be theorizing anymore, didn’t want more discourses to describe and 

apply and analyse and logically integrate with the previous ones… I wanted to turn off 

the parasite Logic, the parasite Philosophy, and learn with all my senses. I wanted to 

stop thinking and feel what I was going through. I wanted to follow my heart. I wanted 

to revive M"ori arts, and arts of learning, I had lost – whare w"nanga (schools of 

learning), whakairo (carving), raranga (weaving), oratory, tohunga (priestly experts), 

ceremony… Within te ao M"ori (and many other indigenous worlds), research is 

ceremonial, and the final learning is tested through practice, through demonstration, 

through living itself. I craved that. I craved the faith in a kind of knowing that was 

already there, just waiting for me to tap into it – not create it ex nihilo. (Any participant 

in a hui or gathering knows that it is often through speaking, and trusting the process of 

speaking – or rather, of being spoken through – that the kaik#rero or orator arrives 

eventually where he wants to go… and we arrive with him, having taken circuitous 

routes, not having known we were going to end up there.) Simondon says 

individuation can only be ‘understood’ through the individuation of knowledge… but 

he says it (in Deleuze’s word) organically. He says it apart from doing it (though others 

more enamoured of his style may beg to differ from me on this point). As I had been 

doing until now. I was deeply dissatisfied and I was ashamed. I wanted my research to 

live.  

So there I was, split, paralysed by the awareness that I’d been performing – or 

struggling to – certain subject positions, that could never help me find my feet before 
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this work. And on reflection I see that a split-in-two me may be precisely the subject 

housed by this work – but I didn’t grasp it that way then. I needed to start performing 

other parts of myself in order to ‘see’ Digital Marae, parts that (Simondon would say) 

would have to come from preindividual, transindividual and collective sources. Parts of 

myself that were, simply, bigger than me.22 I needed to dig deeper for a ground to 

resolve what I was feeling. For the milieu I consciously knew I carried with me was only 

part of the story. There were deeper, more buried stories. I carried many more grounds 

with me – deeper inheritances beneath the surface ones, such an infinity of virtuals. 

(Indeed, groundlessness, disorientation and ground-seeking were gradually emerging as 

a central theme from all these initial explorations. Deleuze et al seeming to celebrate 

decentering, whereas entering into te ao M"ori brought new grounds with it.) I needed 

to summon parts of me that I’d ignored, parts that recalled and saw, not just in 

compositions of sense percepts, affects, potential actions and dynamic forms… But that 

saw with stories and environments and always in the company of tupuna (ancestors). 

Yes Digital Marae insisted on reminding me of my lineage back to M!ui, Mahuika, et al, 

as people, as family, ancestors, gods who’ve gone before and informed our deeds for 

centuries. ‘We walk backwards into the future, our eyes fixed on the past’, says the 

M!ori proverb. I’d been facing the wrong way, but now, suddenly, in the thick of the 

sights and sounds of Reihana’s Digital Marae, all those tupuna were speaking to me.  

How could my Continental Philosophy with its cold, hard analysis of the perceptual 

process, speak for the M!ori, Digital Marae world? And how could this viewer not begin 

attempting to speak that world? And so I was back facing the methodological question 

that had already problematized my writing of art. Now the question was how to write 

them, those M"ori ancestors, those other grounds? How does one speak of what one does 

not ‘know’ yet does know, since it is actually a part of one? Neither inside nor outside, 

this inside-outsideness being another emergent theme spiralling through this thesis.23 

22 Much later I was reassured by Glissant’s assertion (2010) that, ‘You are not lost because you are multiple. 
You are not broken apart because you are multiple. ... We tell ourselves: if I change, then I’ll lose myself. 
If I take something from the Other, then my own self will disappear. We absolutely must abandon this 
error’ (61). At this stage, however, I was working it all out for myself, and an affect of splitness was part of 
that experience. 

23 ‘Witi Ihimaera was asked if he was comfortable to have terms like ‘postcolonial’ or ‘postmodern’ applied 
to his work. “They’re international constructs.” he said. “They’re a part of a need to look at a work from 
the outside. What matters to me is the view from the inside out.”’ (Qtd. by Panny 213) 
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Feeling that call so strongly (through the work’s soundtrack as well as the visuals), and 

finally listening to it, brought me for the first time into real contact with the object of 

my research – the work of art – in the sense that it was now moving me, altering the 

course of my actions. The marae gate opened, and we hesitantly began to move in 

rhythm with one another.24 

I couldn’t learn ceremonially from tohunga (priestly experts).25 I was constrained by the 

PhD. But even so, finally, at the end of the chapter, I forgot for a moment my thesis 

task and my examining reader, and engaged fully with the works and their ancestral 

characters. I spoke to them and listened to them unmediated, or so it felt. I accepted 

and surrendered to the fact that we were, as I looked, sharing a milieu. Short interludes 

appeared in my text at this time, in which I stopped speaking only as ‘myself’, only 

about the art, and started addressing the characters in Reihana’s portraits directly – and 

ventriloquizing answering voices belonging to them. You might say I was attempting to 

empathise, to perform myself into a better understanding of where they came from. 

(For if there were more potential ‘grounds’ in me, there were more in them, too, than 

I’d first imagined.) Or you might say I was finally receiving their messages. 

Performing/receiving badly perhaps, unable to escape my English language, unable to 

grasp at all how those characters might speak (yet responding honestly to Reihana’s 

depiction of them as contemporized, updated tupuna). It was a feeble, unsure attempt, 

but at least I was acknowledging their life! And though those interludes themselves 

might seem meagre, something had happened. I don’t know if my research was yet 

living, but I was living my research. I felt myself suspended in the goose-bump 

moment when the two voices of the karanga26 connect and merge, and in their 

24 If, on Massumi’s terms, my perception had been limited by the potential movements I could describe 
before the art, I now surrendered to the fact that I was feeling potential movements that I absolutely could 
not describe in the format I’d prescribed for myself... that I could not see, as I wrote. It was indeed like 
having peceptions of the impossible; or like needing to become a new person before I could see again. In 
Simondonian terms I might say that, encountering a bigger internal problematic, a bigger disparation than 
usual, I felt forced to dig deeper to discover what other ‘preindividual stuff’ I might have to draw on, what 
other individuations could be forced to give meaning to my situation. 

25 Although some (for instance, Shawn Wilson in Research is Ceremony) might contend that the PhD is a 
version of ceremony with tohunga of its own. 

26 Karanga: M!ori call of welcome, during which visitors to a marae begin to walk through the gate and 
across the marae atea or forecourt. Typically both the host party and the guest party have a kaikaranga 
(caller), and between them these to weave the groups together with the call and response and 
intermingling of their voices. 
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intertwining somehow touch our deepest, most involuted sadness and coax it out into 

the open. My careful, formalized approach to my subject matter had been interrupted 

(perhaps the work had awakened within me the subject it housed) and I was exposed, 

swimming and crying in a sea of ancestors, in waters that were churning, unpredictable 

and disorienting.27 

Mihimihi 

Lisa Reihana and her poupou awakened something in me – and exhausted something in 

me. For Chapters 2-4, I had been writing ‘blindly’ in a loosely nineteenth century 

rationalist style of exegesis and argumentation; a methodological and stylistic 

constraint trained into me without my quite realizing (or condoning) it. I was, via this 

approach, complicit in the exclusions of imperialism – just as Deleuze (et al) are 

according to Spivak:  

Spivak insists that Deleuze […is] guilty of a Eurocentrism that fails to 
acknowledge how such ‘speech’ must be presented within the privileged 
structures of Western epistemology and representation in order to be 
comprehended or perceived as sensible. (Bignall and Patton 5) 

formally ‘other’ in this system of representation, the authentic or ‘true speech’ of 
the subaltern remains always already outside the bounds of ‘what can be heard’. 
(Bignall and Patton 5) 

For this reason, all through that Reihana chapter I had been stumbling, silently 

beseeching myself How can I go on?, while doggedly going on anyway. And having 

become gradually more conscious of, and more opposed to, the privileged constraints I 

was conforming to – the ways my mind had been colonized – I now desired at every 

turn to escape. I hungered to resist, to interrupt, to highlight and overturn the binding 

limits of my inherited research and writing style.  

27 Here it became clear that this thesis was concerned deeply with, in art-theoretical terms, the politics of 
spectatorship and participation. Much earlier (p.10) I suggested I was looking for techniques of viewing. 
Now, slowly, the conscious action implied/demanded by such techniques was becoming clear. 
Sauvagnargues explains how, for Deleuze, the perceiving, the reception of art is a productive act: ‘Reading 
differs from an interpretation that seeks to find the latent or available sense, because it is a real act of 
intrusion…; reciprocally, it affirms the necessity of putting the text to use. As a theory of reading, the 
rhizome takes the act of reading into account and turns reception into a productive act, a veritable 
transformation that captures the work.’ (91) 
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As we’ve seen I’d experienced this bind twice over. That inherited methodological 

mindset prevented me from conveying to the reader the full richness of the art 

experiences I had had. And it was excluding me from M!ori art experiences that were 

available via the work but which I could not access. So I was seeking new approaches, 

new methodologies, in order to bring my writing closer to two kinds of experience: the 

art experience (different each time of course); and the experience of seeing from 

‘inside’ my M"oritanga, my ‘M!ori-ness’. And as I fumbled around for new approaches, 

new styles of writing, I was opening myself up more and more to those two sources 

whose influence I wanted to feel more keenly… I was inviting the art to speak more 

loudly, and I was inviting my M"oritanga (however it did manifest for me) to speak more 

loudly.  

So it wasn’t only about wanting to escape my given (linguistic, methodological, 

disciplinary, epistemological) constraints. More than that, it was also about needing to 

channel, to give voice to, other personae, other forces I was detecting in the work – and 

in me. I wanted a writing that would express (or produce) other beings that were also 

me; other viewers, other writers inspired by the art they saw. It was a kind of stubborn 

insistence on performing more ‘me’s, a stubborn insistence that I am not fixed, that 

there are many ‘me’s, with many voices. Or an insistence on writing also what is 

outside of me.  

What was slowly occurring to me, as I contemplated what I was fighting and what I was 

inviting, was the productive use artists and writers have made of constraints (most 

famously, Georges Perec, the Oulipo group and their followers, for whom: ‘The aim of 

Oulipo is to invent (or reinvent) restrictions of a formal nature (constraints) and propose 

them to enthusiasts interested in composing literature.’ (Jacques Roubaud, ‘The 

Oulipo’ 38). Constraints need not only function as a set of blinkers narrowing the view; 

they also have the potential to stimulate creativity. I had a hunch that what I needed 

was a counter-constraint. Something that would challenge, oppose and force a change 

in my writing style, structure and methodology. I needed to answer the dominant, 

unasked-for constraint with something else, something I had chosen, thus revealing 

the former’s non-universality, its relativity. 

this modus operandi [constraint-based writing] constitutes the core of a 
contrarian ethic, a way of opting out, of saying no to the predominant, and 
stifling, modes of existence. (Louis Bury, ‘Absences’ n. pag.)  
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If we want to virtualize our actual mind, a more controlled or contrived 
mechanism is needed. From the neurobiological/evolutionary standpoint, to 
virtualize the mind would be to induce it to go against its own grain. Constraints 
in a biological and cultural sense induce us to form ... habits .... (Harris, 
‘Constrained Thinking’ n. pag.) 

constraints serve as vehicles of virtualization in the world of writing. ... Textual 
constraints undercut the biological, psychological, and cultural constraints that 
keep a writer within habitual parameters. ... the writer’s mind is pushed off its 
usual tracks, its habitual grooves ... Benabou concludes that “it is not only the 
virtualities of language that are revealed by constraint, but also the virtualities of 
him who accepts to submit himself to constraint.” (Harris, ‘Constrained Thinking’ 
n. pag. qtg. Benabou 43)

And I needed the new cloak, the new structural constraint, to allow by a kind of 

subterfuge something of the losses and exclusions I was mourning to sneak back into 

the text. The constraint would be a secret door through which select forces could flow 

– for a ‘text written according to a constraint describes the constraint’28 (Roubaud 42),

and I did want my text to describe my experience of constraints.29 But at the same time 

I wanted it to be a constraint I could use without any prior knowledge or training. For 

instance, I couldn’t simply start writing in te reo M"ori (M!ori language). M"ori tohunga 

traditionally taught and researched through orally transmitted k#rero (tales/narratives), 

but it would be a travesty to attempt to tell like stories without a sound grasp of the 

appropriate structure, the underlying worldview, the ancestral references called upon. 

I can’t just ‘put on’ a different point of view, no more than I can swiftly imbibe the 

M"ori reo, tikanga and kaupapa (language, customs and principles) I’ve missed out on. (I 

28 See for instance ‘Le Grand Palindrome’ (1969) by Georges Perec, a literary work comprising a 1247-word 
palindrome. The content of the text comments on the palindromic form that constrains it (in fact, the very 
first sentence says, ‘Trace l’inégal palindrome’ (‘Trace the unequal palindrome’)); but even if it did not, it 
would still be impossible for the text to not be ‘about’ (among other things) palindromes. Likewise 
Raymond Queneau’s Cent Mille Milliards de Poèmes (One Hundred Million Million Poems) (1961), a set of ten 
sonnets with interchangeable lines (due to cuts in the pages of the original book – and to randomising 
programmes in subsequent online versions), cannot not make a theme of the sonnet form itself. 
Constraints are reflexive (and form-content blurring) by nature. (Simondon would be pleased.) 

29 And did I succeed in producing such a text, or texts? Without giving too much away, nor wishing to shut 
down my own experiments’ remaining potentials with anxious self-evaluation, I do think that the 
constrained text I wrote in Chapter 5 goes some way toward describing its constraint. It was probably my 
strongest moment as a constraint practitioner. From there I played with less challenging variations on my 
basic constraint of ‘experimenting with voice’ – and also went out on a dogged limb in Chapter 7 by 
constraining (or unconstraining!) the colours of my printed text. Each of these exercises is really a work in 
progress, not a mast I would pin my colours to forevermore, but something I had to go through in order to 
think something through.  
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have indeed embarked upon that journey, but it will take a lifetime and beyond – and 

meanwhile the thesis must be finished.30) It must be noted here that the realisations 

and evolutions I’m detailing were happening at a fairly subterranean level. The feeling 

for constraints was simmering away, but quietly, while on the face of things I pushed 

on with the thesis as per usual. 

After Reihana’s Digital Marae I had decided to return to the video artist Alex Monteith, 

of whose work a survey exhibition was then showing at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery 

in New Plymouth. Chapter 5 had been enough of a turning point for me that I felt the 

best thing I could do to further my research was turn back to reconsider – with my new 

eyes and new ears – those first artists I’d written about. The power of sound was fresh 

in my mind after engaging closely with the Digital Marae soundtrack in Chapter 5, and 

I set out slightly more instinctively than I had in that previous chapter, zeroing in on 

first the aural percepts, then the visual percepts offered by the work. For I gave up on 

trying to describe my movements/preaccelerations before describing the perceptions 

they produced; I reverted to telling what I sensed/saw/heard, and trusting the obvious: 

that the preaccelerations producing those perceptions were implicitly part of the 

description. I was less controlled, looser. From these percepts I gradually opened out 

to wider and wider loops of the affects and dynamic forms they furnished – stubbornly 

hoping, again, that eventually all would crystallise into an ‘ultimate’ description of a 

subject and a world housed by the work – of a dynamic created between the work, the 

world and me. After all, this work was not M!ori, and would not ‘split me in two’ as the 

previous one had. I hoped. 

Having found the soundscape to be the absolute pivot of my experience of Digital 

Marae, and believing that the sound effects were similarly fundamental to Monteith’s 

exhibition (not to mention being the first percept to strike the gallery visitor, well 

before they entered a room), it made sense to just close my eyes and proceed from 

those first effects. Also, this time I had no particular philosopher or text in mind as I 

looked at and described the work, although the inescapable influence of all those 

philosophies previously wielded persisted of course. I began to hope, even trust, that I 

                                                

30 Professor Charles Te Ahukaram" Royal (Director of Nga Pae o te Maramatanga, the M!ori Centre of 
Research Excellence at Auckland University) gave me sound advice on this count. He said, when it comes 
to embracing and learning your M!ori heritage: Don’t try to do it all now. Just do what you can, take it 
slow, let it unfold of its own accord and at its own pace... 
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could draw on those concepts which were a part of my thought as they arose, without 

crowding out alternative views of the work.  

Monteith’s exhibition consisted of a series of video works made on moving vehicles 

within the Aotearoa landscape. What I swiftly found was that, as I explored wider and 

wider arcs of association triggered in me by this work, I was led inexorably back to that 

exploration of ground that had already arisen in several previous chapters. My strategy 

of separating out the sense perceptions invited, more than ever, different voices/viewers 

to arise... and I found my own point of view continuing to splinter, found myself 

wanting to tell what I saw in this way and that way and that way... from this ground or 

that ground or that.31 That Deleuzian ‘proliferation of views’ seemed by now to be 

entering my own writing. And this time the ground was literally depicted in the art – it 

was a question of very specific, singular grounds and their meanings. All being rural 

sites within Aotearoa, they couldn’t help but lead me back to thinking about te ao 

M"ori (the M!ori world), about tangata whenua (people of the land) and t!rangawaewae 

(standing place), reo, tikanga and kaupapa (language, customs and principles).  

And slowly my prolonged engagement with the work led me – as it had in the Reihana 

chapter – to a point where what I was seeing – this land – insisted on speaking with its 

own voice. Again I was compelled to drop the descriptive-discursive-descriptive-

discursive approach, and adopt something direct, conversational and constrained as the 

moment demanded. Finally, I wrote one passage of the chapter using only the fifteen 

letters of the M!ori alphabet (themselves of course a product of the colonial 

litericisation/alphabetisation of te reo M"ori): a severe limitation which quite aptly 

mirrored my inarticulate rage and grief at not (yet!) speaking the reo; and equally an 

insistence on feeling my way a little closer towards what it might feel like and sound 

like to speak M!ori – an attempt to channel my written words back towards the sounds 

of that oral tradition. The stuttering, hybrid tongue that resulted is my version of what 

                                                

31 Following Alphonso Lingis’s observation that ‘all sense of a spot on the earth where these words were 
uttered is lost; I am not referred to that place, but rather to the meanings of these signs, which exist 
transtemporally and transspatially…’ (‘The Society of Dismembered Body Parts’ 297), I felt that all sense of 
a spot on earth where these landscapes were traversed is lost – but that I might be able to bring it back 
(and indeed that this was Monteith’s mission too). 
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a smothered land, once home to M!ori32 but now to many cultures, voices, languages, 

might speak. 

That attempt produced something clunky and strange to read. But there was also 

something about it that felt just right – like it was the crystallization of the moment’s 

methodological crisis. For I was honing in on a resonance between several concerns: 

concerns with a lost, alternative, ceremonial M!ori style of research and learning; 

concerns with how to write about art; concerns with groundedness and 

ungroundedness, and insideness and outsideness, and freedom and unfreedom… The 

constraint-practice seemed to tie these all together. 

[The] aim was to replace traditional literary values ... with new traditions, through 
the discovery of constraints as “productive” as those which for centuries had 
ruled over the world of letters. (Roubaud 42) 

Oulipian literature is neither modern nor post-modern but what I would call a 
traditional literature true to tradition; whence its remarkable links – especially as 
regards poetic texts and those close to tale or fable – with traditional or 
contemporary oral poetry. (Roubaud 40) 

a complex relation exists between the requirements of an outwardly imposed rule 
and the artist’s inner freedom. ... It is here that potentiality encounters 
limitations. (Roubaud 41) 

Thinking, for instance, about the art of oratory (mihimihi or whaik#rero in the M"ori 

tradition), you find that it too is a constraint, a quite complex given form within which 

magic happens.33 Using the form well requires ease and familiarity with its structural 

demands, but also involves a great deal of trust to start where you are and feel your 

way, on the spur of the moment, towards filling out that structure with all the feeling 

and content and spirit and meaning that the moment calls for. (Or in a more M"ori 

register, it involves trusting your tupuna to reach down and speak through you, 

instilling your voice with their wisdom and mana or spiritual power.) That’s when the 

magic occurs, when the preordained route to an endpoint has been transcended 

                                                

32 M!ori were and are themselves multiple of course, with heterogeneous tongues and tribes; but across 
the dialects they were and are nevertheless able to understand each other, more or less!  

33 For when it comes to M"oritanga and M!ori oratory, the linear narrative style is redeemed and becomes 
something other than majoritarian. 
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(erased and replaced, even, à la Deleuze’s crystalline description) by the new message 

and meaning now emerging.34  

Likewise, that’s what artists do – give themselves constraints, work within constraints – 

the material constraints of paint, or clay, or space, or whatever… plus formal, stylistic, 

thematic (et cetera) constraints that refine as their practice evolves.35 And my own 

constraint-writing arose in part out of a subliminal awareness that that’s what ‘my’ 

artists were doing, and that to better understand the work I was looking at I needed to 

practice something similar myself. I needed to experience a similar process of creativity 

within self-defined limits. 

And if the selected constraints were in danger of seeming arbitrary, that mattered less 

than the fact of my choosing them. In fact, randomness was almost necessary, to ensure 

the degree of freedom from pre-conditioning I was seeking. Yes the whole thing was 

about freedom. The point was not to write limits. The point was to define an area I 

could work with, rediscover – nay, choose – a space of freedom, a space or territory 

within which I felt permitted, free to let things flow, to write spontaneously, without 

the shame that comes from knowing that my flow is imprisoned, or the guilt that comes 

with knowing that my flow is another’s prison. The point was to experience a 

moment’s sovereignty, to disrupt the vice-grip of rational thought and stage that return 

to ‘magic’, to an immanent space of creativity, to the experience of insideness, to what 

Michael Taussig (What Colour is the Sacred?) calls the ‘bodily unconscious’ and 

‘polymorphous magical substance’. I needed to do that more: start where I am with a 

constraint I can trust, then allow things to unfold from there, via leaps and gaps of 

inspiration that create the story as they go. When I don’t trust my constraint, there is 

no way I can let go. But once a constraint is set up – away I go. Full of trust. No longer 

controlling what happens but searching freely inside the thing, just exploring to see 

what kind of life gets out or in. Free and safe and sovereign under my umbrella, inside 

this little ‘associated milieu’ (in Simondon’s terms) I’ve made for myself. 

                                                

34 Remembering that ‘a text describes its constraint’, the constraint in a sense is the object of the 
description – the object to be disappeared and reinvented if the description is crystalline enough. 

35 In the performance of living it applies too: think Nietszche’s notion of giving style to one’s character (Gay 
Science section 290); think Susan Sontag’s ‘Notes on Camp’ (275) – on how to take something artificial, 
some formal restriction, and make it one’s own – make it live. 
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Of course with all this talk of territory and sovereignty and freedom it becomes clear 

that constraints are not unrelated to the problems of colonization and imperialism. 

They provide a way of performing freedom within obvious, and sometimes suffocating, 

restrictions, marginalisations and dominations. Constraints amount to an instance of 

choosing one’s own terms and practising/exercising one’s autonomy and sovereignty 

within them. Sovereignty meaning different things depending on whether you occupy 

a major or minor ‘space’. Which is why a linear narrative style can be deployed non-

hegemonically by M"ori (see n.33 above). Sovereignty is discussed further in Chapter 5 

on Lisa Reihana. Moreover, in Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘minor literature’ terminology, 

constraints can make the majoritarian language stutter. That is, they reveal cracks and 

faultlines and weaknesses in the dominant structures.36 Indeed, like ‘aberrant 

movement’ in cinema and art they can render visible the conditions of our perceptions, 

draw attention to what was outside and excluded. According to Louis Bury, a 

postcolonial understanding of constraints might go something like this: 

Postcolonial: At first glance, it would be easy to dismiss constraint-based writing 
as the idle literary exercises of a privileged, leisured class. Doing so, however, 
ignores perhaps the most interesting facet of such writing: that the writers, 
typically white, middle class men, willingly adopt, in their writing, a subaltern 
subject-position or something close to it – a position where the writer’s/subject’s 
freedoms have been curtailed. What’s more, these writers contend that such a 
situation is, paradoxically, liberating. It must be pointed out, however, that their 
situation is fundamentally different from that of a true subaltern, since the latter 
subject-position is by nature involuntary. Even so, this complex power 
relationship means that every constraint-based text implicitly interrogates, willy-
nilly, the very concept of freedom itself. (‘The Exercise and the Oulipo’ no. 48) 

Yes, the kind of freedom offered by ‘constrained’ creativity is limited (and always 

conditioned by that dominant, unasked-for constraint). My M"ori alphabet constraint in 

Chapter 5 is no substitute for being able to speak M"ori. It’s a provisional cry of pain, 

                                                

36 Minor literature is discussed most extensively in their 1986 book Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature. In 
the same book they deliver the injunction ‘To hate all languages of masters’ (26), which is fairly telling as 
regards the kind of counter-sovereignty they are after. Simon O’Sullivan (2008) says of minor literature, 
invoking Glissant: ‘We might think of the ongoing creolisation of the English language in general’ (70). 
(O’Sullivan goes on to explain several ways, pertinent to the art in this thesis, in which contemporary fine 
art itself can be understood as a minor practice: when it ‘involve[s] itself in ‘stammering’ the global 
language of contemporary art production, for example, in a focus on the local (a turn to the vernacular)...’ 
(72); or ‘we might recognise such minor practices as being very much part of the expanded field of 
contemporary art as it exists today: the so-called documentary turn in art practice (the increasing presence 
of video art)’ (76).) 
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coupled with a defiance, a refusal to be beaten. (‘Constraint-based writing ... isn’t 

fundamentally about being bound and gagged, but about being benumbed, distant, 

arch.’ (Bury, ‘Absences’ n. pag.)) But some small thing got born at the same time, an 

inkling of emancipation.37 The virtual experience of alternative perceptions made 

possible by that constraint was real, and if they didn’t take me back to a lost (and 

probably illusionary) land of pure M!ori-ness, they did take me forward into a land of 

more-than-P!keh! (and more-than-M!ori)… to a people to come… and they’re still 

doing so. 

Earlier, when I’d been exploring Simondon and Deleuze and Bergson and Massumi, 

I’d been concerned with the question of how we see art, how we select what we see 

according to our capacity to act upon it or with it, how our bodies are already oriented 

in the world, which informs the act of seeing, and how the act of seeing reorients us in 

another world (that is, a newly polarized world)… I’d been concerned with the limits 

and conditions of perception and the action of perceptual processes on us when 

viewing art. Now this concern had leaked unstoppably out into my writing practice. I 

had discovered that my writing and research methodology was itself an action – or a 

zone of potential actions – the range of which, like the range of actions in general, 

circumscribed what I could see. Reihana’s and Monteith’s installations, like Francis 

Upritchard’s, made an ‘aberrant mover’ (or aberrant writer) of me, suspending my 

everyday reactions and showing me a different selection of the potentials and 

virtualities I (as writer-actor) carried with me. 

In that process of following the art ‘with my nose’ towards a voice in which to write it, I 

found myself each time led to a new subject position, an empathic subject position you 

might say, one which expressed a kind of resonance between me and something or 

someone the work itself was expressing; or, in a DeleuzoGuattarian register, a kind of 

me-becoming-the-work, becoming-myself.38 As though each time I’m using the art, the 

viewing, the encounter, as a means to discover and perform and produce and establish 

37 An emancipation linked to the ‘people to come’ that minor literature calls up – a ‘missing people’ that, 
O’Sullivan reminds us, ‘is not necessarily someone else (or not just someone else) but ourselves too, ‘for, if 
the people are missing, if they are breaking up into minorities, it is I who am first of all a people, the 
people of my atoms’ [quoting Cinema 2 220]. It is not then a question of waiting for the missing people… 
for these people are in a sense already here, albeit masked, obscured by habitual modes of 
representation… the major’ (76). 

38 In fact, a question that still hovers over this thesis is this one: Did the art I examined awaken its people 
in me – or did I, rather, end up ‘using’ it to summon my people? 
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a new aspect of myself, a new dimension of the ground I carry with me. A ground I 

also share with the world. As though, through the art, I might know more of myself 

and my world. Every artwork as a new constraint, a new cloak: Does the cloak fit? Let’s 

see what I can do in this one!39  

* 

By now I felt I had really begun to interact with the art in question. We were speaking 

and listening to each other. I and my traveling companions had accepted the challenge 

(wero), acknowledged and grieved for our ancestors (karanga, tangi), and made our way 

onto the marae. We knew some of the local tikanga (customs) and forms well enough to 

relax a little, and the mihimihi (speechmaking) was underway. In the last two chapters, 

revisiting the earliest artists I had researched, I progressively simplified my 

methodology. I stuck with the constraint approach, partly as a kind of buffer between 

me and hegemonic discourse (and a link between me and older traditions); partly as a 

device for staying connected to the art I was looking at. Constraints bring things down 

to earth – down to the art – interrupting my tendency to abstractly theorise, but leaving 
                                                

39 The Deleuzian ‘act of capture’ (see n.27) performed by the art’s perceiver has been one of my main 
concerns in this thesis, and Claire Bishop’s explorations in Participation (2006) and Artificial Hells (2012) of 
participatory art and the politics of spectatorship offer a useful art theoretical context, if one is needed, for 
situating this enquiry. She writes in Artificial Hells that ‘the historical fact of our [the audience’s] 
ineradicable presence requires an analysis of the politics of spectatorship’ (9). The art I am looking at is 
not ‘participatory’ art. But you might say I am treating it as such, in order to analyse what the spectator or 
participant brings to any art. As Bishop says, ‘Participatory art demands that we find new ways of 
analysing art that are no longer linked solely to visuality, even though form remains a crucial vessel for 
communicating meaning’ (7). The message being that we should participate in the art we encounter, 
whether the artist’s works insist upon it and are strategically designed to drag us in, or not. In support of 
her mission, Bishop unsurprisingly invokes Rancière: ‘In calling for spectators who are active as 
interpreters, Rancière implies that the politics of participation might best lie… in putting to work the idea 
that we are all equally capable of inventing our own translations. …this principle… would invite us all to… 
make use of [artworks] in ways that their authors might never have dreamed possible’ (16, referring to 
Rancière’s The Emancipated Spectator (2009)). (Notwithstanding their divergent philosophies, Rancière 
overlaps with Deleuze in this concept of reading/interpreting as an act of capture, while bringing the 
political sharply into focus.) And this is my politics of spectatorship – that there are times when we should 
(or at least, we could) surrender, sacrifice our critical distance to the point of losing ourselves – to the 
point of no longer being spectators but participants. Not, of course, that we are sacrificing ourselves to the 
authors of this art (in a kind of reversal of the poststructuralist turn), but rather to its world and its 
personae, to the subaltern voices and ‘people to come’ it might yield. My politics of participation gives 
authority/freedom to neither the artist nor the viewer, the self nor the other; rather (with one eye on 
decolonisation) it gives us all a share of responsibility. 
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enough space for the speculation and theorizing the thesis task still demanded of me. 

They felt like a technique for feeling my way into the midst of things. Into an 

approximate immanence with an artwork’s singularity. But the technique became 

simpler, while still of course different every time in accordance with the heterogeneity 

and singularity of each artwork and its effects. I looked at the art, detected some layer/s 

of the constraints the artist was working with – and then borrowed and translated that 

layer in order to derive a constraint for myself, something formal or structural or 

material with which I could condition my text. I played with colour, scale and 

compositional dynamics found in the artworks. They became quite basic constraints. 

Just enough to trick me into letting go a little. It should be noted that the last two 

works I looked at were less explicit in the M!ori/Aotearoa-New Zealand connections, 

less personal for me, less fraught, and hence permitted me to regain some ‘safe’ 

viewer-distance and to interrogate my own subject position less.40 I could explore the 

subjects and worlds housed by the works without feeling undone.  

Koha $  Hongi 

The journey evolved as a feedbacky spiral through specific art encounters, each time 

picking something up that got carried forward into the next encounter. (The perceptual 

philosophies of the Chapters 2-4, the focus on sound and split point-of-view of the 

                                                

40 On reflection I now see that what felt arbitrary at the time was not so arbitrary. I chose art that was 
‘minor’ (following O’Sullivan’s use of Deleuze), culturally diverse and transnational (on Terry Smith’s 
terms). I chose constraints that ‘liberated’ – or produced – different voices. I was driven by a concern for 
multiple, ‘becoming’ subjectivities – for something which (I later found) Glissant calls creolisation. I also 
see, only very much later, that there is indeed a match between my constraints’ forms and their referents – 
for my seeking of literary constraints to ‘literally’ summon alternative voices is, surely, my own 
(participatory-writerly) way of inventing and describing (however strongly or weakly) a people to come, 
‘offering a resistance to the present in the form of... imagined communities and prototype subjectivities’ 
(O’Sullivan 75).  

One more text that should at least be mentioned, as I shift from considering ‘my’ artists’ relations to this 
contemporary nexus of culturally-inflected concepts to considering my own place within them as writer, is 
Hal Foster’s ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’. Foster does not deal, in his influential critique, with the 
complex existence of those who are both other and center-dweller. But he does say, ‘In the face of these 
dangers – of too little or too much distance – I have advocated parallactic work that attempts to frame the 
framer as he or she frames the other’ (203). And I guess that is what I have been trying to do to myselves. In 
the end I face the same challenge as those contemporary artists described by Terry Smith (2011):  

As they continue to add layers of meaning, complex subtleties, and delicate refinements to 
their cosmopolitan aesthetic, the challenge faced by these artists is to resist the temptation 
of slipping into a new kind of distracted exoticism, one that would permit viewers gently 
guided tours through signs of the Other rather than obliging them to undergo genuine 
encounters with its intractable difference. (322) 
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fifth chapter, and the modular, multi-voiced approach of the sixth chapter all feeding 

into the final phase of research.) 

At the same time I’d learned from the art I’d already viewed that there were things I 

brought to my viewing, shifting grounds that were nevertheless my grounds. And as I 

surrendered to each subsequent artwork’s forces, letting myself be ‘written’ as I viewed 

(letting yet other distant ancestors return to life in my k#rero or story), I found new-old 

clusters of themes crystallising and determinedly asserting themselves. My themes, 

perhaps, as much as the artworks’. At first they crystallised in terms of culture, ground 

and groundlessness, insideness and outsideness, freedom/sovereignty and unfreedom 

(and these terms snake through the entire thesis). By Chapter 7, the themes had begun 

appearing in terms – fetish, animism, taonga (treasures), k#rero (stories) – that took me 

back to what art is and what it does, but in light of my evolving cross-cultural way of 

seeing. And in Chapter 8, the emergent themes (love and war, encountering the other) 

– my own biggest themes perhaps – helped me crystallise my whole enquiry into a 

notion of art as a kawa, a technique, a practice, a protocol for encounter (which 

explained what I’ve been doing in each chapter: extracting from the artwork/exhibition 

a kawa/protocol with which to encounter it). Maybe this was my koha, my gift to the 

discourse of art. Certainly at this point I felt like my own p#whiri was almost complete. 

I’d met the art, been welcomed and changed by it, been claimed by it (through my own 

writing practice, which it had thoroughly infiltrated), and slowly – through the 

penultimate hongi ritual of touching noses and sharing breath – become not the visitor 

but the host, standing on my own, communally-built ground, amongst my own milieu, 

of mine and my world’s joint making.  

But before our h"kari (feast) can be shared, the k#rero (talk) must begin in earnest. 





Figure 1 

Lisa Benson. Fade. 2008. 

Top: installation shot, opening day; bottom: installation shot, two days later. 



Figure 2 

Daniel Crooks. Pan No. 2 (One step forwards, one frame backwards). 2007. 

Video still sequence. 
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[B]ecoming exists as one of the dimensions of the being … it corresponds to a 
capacity beings possess of falling out of step with themselves, of resolving 
themselves by the very act of falling out of step.  

—Gilbert Simondon 

This chapter will be testing the potential of Gilbert Simondon’s theory of individuation 

for aesthetics, via an engagement with two current Australasian artists – just one work 

from each. Simondon was a student of Merleau-Ponty; his works on individuation and 

the philosophy of technology were written in the 1950s and 60s, and he had a 

considerable influence on Gilles Deleuze. More recently his works have been revisited 

by philosophers Bernard Stiegler (Technics and Time), Brian Massumi and Elizabeth 

Grosz1 to name just a few. After introducing the two artworks and pointing out some of 

the tensions they give rise to, I will introduce a few fragments of Simondon’s writings 

on individuation, and make some suggestions as to how his concepts might offer us 

useful approaches to the works of art.  

Art 

Pan No. 2 (One step forwards, one frame backwards) is a video work by New Zealand-born, 

Australia-based artist Daniel Crooks. At one level, this work presents us with a 

mundane urban scene featuring a cosmopolitan array of people (some besuited, some 

capped and skateboarded, some resplendent in designer logos); a variety of vehicles 

1 Stiegler in Technics and Time, Massumi in a range of works including ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What 
Happens’ and Grosz most recently in her chapter ‘Identity and Individuation: Some Feminist Reflections’ 
in Gilbert Simondon: Being and Technology (2012) – the first full anthology in English of secondary texts on 
Simondon.  
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and transport systems – roads and tramways and train tracks; and the odd pigeon. All 

these elements are bathed in the crisp, blue-skied brightness typical of a hot day in 

Melbourne, and there is a continuity to the movement in the scene that is vaguely 

suggestive of real time, of a single-take slice of life. However, none of the elements I’ve 

mentioned are behaving as you would expect them to. Instead, their movements are 

inventing new relations between space and time and perception with each and every 

frame of the video projection.  

The fluid movement dominating the scene defies our perceptual expectations. The 

figures’ activity only occasionally propels them through the space – and when it does 

they drift according to some remote locomotive power quite disconnected from the 

laws of physics. At times they even drift in several directions at once, thus also 

upsetting our temporal expectations. And irrespective of whether they are moving or 

still in the extensive sense, the figures are continually subject to another, intensive 

movement, causing them to stretch, then dwindle, implode and bloom forth in a 

perpetually renewed interrogation of their own shape, their internal organisation, their 

very existence. Then again, perhaps it is the space around them that is swallowing 

commuters and cars whole, only to replenish them with new life and fresh forms 

moments later. The provenance of these transformations is unclear, for where we 

might expect the distinct bodies and opposing forces of Newtonian motion, we instead 

seem to be witnessing a higher, or lower, dimension of melding bodies and unified 

force. 

So subjects and objects of action are hard to define. Ground and figure aren’t always 

distinguishable, but nor do they simply blend. Events can’t be lined up 

chronologically. And since single-source perspective isn’t quite working, our own 

position as viewer is also destabilised. Witnessing this familiar-yet-unfamiliar scene, 

you may be forgiven for feeling similarly amorphous, for falling out of step with 

yourself. What is this aimless, invert motion? What are these mercurial beings 

resembling pigeons and trams and human beings? What is this space that will not be 

walked over? What is this time in which individuals may be doubled, halved, 

multiplied, dispersed, co-existing with themselves and travelling in numerous 

directions at once? What is this flickering, floating world of extinctions and rebirths? 

I’ll come back to these questions.  
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Another artist whose works pose temporal and perceptual paradoxes, albeit in a quite 

different manner, is New Zealand artist Lisa Benson. Compared with Crooks, Benson’s 

tools are rudimentary and her results are often flimsy, fugitive and lo-fi, but to me the 

parallels between their work offer an interesting seam for investigation.  

Benson’s work Fade was part of a group exhibition called atmos: weather as media, 

showing at MIC Gallery in Auckland in 2008. Fade consists of a series of rectangular 

‘drawings’, as Benson calls them, of various sizes, scattered across a wall of the gallery – 

a wall adjacent, at one end, to a vertical sliver of window. The initial impression is of a 

candy-coloured sprawl of restrained geometric abstractions. But if you take a closer 

look, it’s pretty clear from the velvety sheen of the emulsion and the curling edges that 

these drawings are in fact images on traditional photographic paper.  

The idea of photographic abstractions may pose a mild conundrum for old-school  art-

historians – though it is remarkably common these days, recent practitioners including 

Wolfgang Tillmans and in New Zealand Ava Seymour – but the more interesting 

paradox is one that takes a while to dawn. To see it, you’ll need to stick around for a 

while, make repeat visits to the gallery, or read the catalogue, where Benson lists the 

media for her work as ‘antique black and white photographic paper, [and] gathered 

light from artist’s studio in Hamilton (2003-08) and MIC Toi Rerehiko Gallery (for the 

duration of atmos)’. Yes, these photographic works are unfixed and still gathering light, 

and hence quietly, slowly expiring before your eyes. The process may speed up or slow 

down depending on the quality of light on a given day, but either way it is gradual 

enough to only be detectable after a period of time has elapsed.  

Having discovered this fact about the works, at least some viewers (I and others I have 

spoken to) find themselves ‘looking for’ the change, wanting to bear witness it – to 

‘see’, for once and for all, the art. Some viewers (especially the buying kind) even want 

to prevent the change – to fix these images and preserve their fragile beauty. Yet we 

can’t prevent it and we can’t see it – at least not without looking away for a time and 

back again. Thus in a sense, to see it, we must miss it. If sensitive to such things we may 

find ourselves moved, for the work is subtly lifelike – moving, changing, dying, eluding 

our grasp. Whatever we see is instantly gone forever, we have no time to get 

acquainted with the work in its current form, our thought can’t keep up with what 

we’re seeing. One way or another, Benson’s work, like Crooks’s, has the capacity to 

throw us out of time, to throw us out of step with ourselves.  
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Philosophy 

Having introduced the artworks I will now turn to Simondon’s theory of the process of 

individuation. (And if you’re not familiar with the term, it doesn’t hurt to start by 

thinking of ‘becoming’ or ‘emergence’.) Simondon theorised individuation in a 

number of texts devoted to different levels of reality, from technological invention to 

human psychic individuation, for, as Elizabeth Grosz points out: 

Individuation is in no sense tied to the human: it is what characterises cloud 
formations, the formation of crystals, the currents of oceans, as well as the 
development of cells, and the creation of individuals. (‘Thinking the New’ 52) 

For ease of explanation, I will focus on Simondon’s account of the individuation of a 

brick, because it is one of his more concrete objects of investigation. This account 

appears at the beginning of The Individual and its Physico-Biological Genesis. I will then 

introduce a few concepts from Psychic and Collective Individuation, in which Simondon 

analyses the individuation of the living (including the human). 

So. In theorising individuation, what Simondon wished to challenge was our abiding 

tendency to think in terms of discrete, fully-constituted, separate entities or individuals 

– be they bricks or humans – as though they are simply given. For instance, where the 

brick is concerned, we might, following hylemorphism, talk of its production, or 

individuation, in terms of some matter – clay – being given some geometric form – a 

cubic rectangle – via a mold. But on such an account, clay, mold, matter, form and 

brick are all discrete individuals, so we  still would not have explained the actual 

dynamic process of genesis whereby these discrete individual units come together to 

produce something. To understand how a real, actual brick takes form, Simondon says,  

one would need to penetrate inside the mold itself to follow the operation of the 
capture of form to the various levels of the dimensions of physical reality. (The 
Individual n. pag.) 

And this is what Simondon does for us – he takes us ‘inside the mold’ to follow the 

‘operation of the capture of form’. In the moment of this operation, clay is pressed into 

a mold by the energy of a worker, such that the malleable clay becomes a vehicle for 

that energy. Meanwhile the mold opposes the energy carried in the clay with its own 

weaker force by limiting where the clay can go. Actual individuation occurs when the 

energetic potentials of disparate elements – clay, mold – are actualised in this way, and 

brought together to create a single system, attaining, during the operation, a unified 
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metastable state of internal resonance. ‘So that there is a single system of forces’, says 

Simondon, ‘it is necessary that matter and form both play a dynamic role; but this 

dynamic equality is only true in that moment’ (The Individual n. pag.).  The individual 

brick that results is the unpredictable product, the once-only actualisation of this 

dynamic energy system, mediating between the clay and the mold and the worker. 

But that’s not all. For this highly charged and instantaneous clay+mold+energy system 

to become possible, whole series of prior energy transfers and physical transformations 

were needed, as described in this quotation:  

To give a form, it is necessary to construct such a defined mold, prepared in such a 
fashion, with such a species of material. There thus exists a first advance which 
goes from the geometrical form to the concrete material mold … As for clay, it is 
also subjected to a preparation; as a raw material, it is what the shovel raises to 
the surface at the edge of the marsh, with roots of rush, and gravel grains. Dried, 
crushed, sifted, shaped, lengthily kneaded, it becomes this homogeneous and 
consistent dough having a rather great plasticity to be able to embrace the 
contours of the mold in which one presses it, and firm enough to preserve this 
contour during the time necessary for that plasticity to disappear. (The Individual 
n. pag.) 

Once we start thinking in terms of these long chains of physical transformations and 

transfers of potential forces, we see that separate individuals like rectangles or molds 

or marsh clay or brick-making dough are not so much the ‘main thing’ as they are by-

products of the larger imperceptible processes of energetic mediation; of individuation. 

Simondon wants us to see the ‘more-than-this’ of individuation, involving not just clay 

and a mold (which as individual units seem distinct and incompatible), but their 

hidden aptitudes, the potential they contain to connect, to communicate, to relate and 

to resonate with each other. For Simondon (Psychic and Collective Individuation), this 

communication is the real individuation, and ‘the form that we see is only the vestige 

of the individuation that was formerly achieved in a metastable state’ (n. pag.).  

At the same time, such forms or objects, the products of individuation, are not only 

individuals – for they still carry forward within them potential forces that may become 

joined to other forces to produce other individuations. The brick may join with cement 

and bricklayer and other bricks to compose and sustain a tower; or it may come 

together with an arm to break a window.  

Moreover, as we see in the instantaneous clay+mold+energy operation, great temporal 

distances are collapsed during the mediating moment of individuation. The time of the 



Song of seeing hands 

52   ART OUT OF STEP, ART OUT OF TIME  

marsh and the time of the rectangle and the time of the worker find a shared time that 

doesn’t know of past or future. The extraction of clay from the marsh contains a 

premonition, an intuition, of the brick-making operation; and the brick-making 

operation activates the potentials in the marsh. Individuation is this simultaneous 

discovery of both a problematic (great physical or temporal incompatibilities) and a 

solution to that problematic (a common order, of forces and potentials, where 

incompatibilities are resolved).   

So, enough about the brick. I would now like to turn to the individuation of the living, 

which Simondon explains partly (in Psychic and Collective Individuation) in terms of the 

operation of perception – the perception, by subjects, of forms or objects. Clearly – 

though Simondon doesn’t discuss it – this relates to the viewer and the work of art. 

Considered as individuals, subject and object, viewer and artwork, are as disparate, 

heterogeneous and incompatible as clay and rectangle. Perception is the individuating 

operation that brings these elements together. So perception, like brick-making, arises 

from a metastable state of tension between heterogeneous elements; but in the case of 

the living, the incompatibility exists between a subject and the milieu it finds itself in. 

The operation of perception then discovers, within that state of tension, within the 

energetic potentials carried by that subject and that milieu, a compatibility between 

them. This compatibility manifests as the form of an individual object as perceived by 

an individual subject. Simondon writes:  

Perception is not the grasping of a form, but the solution of a conflict, the 
discovery of a compatibility, the invention of a form. This form that constitutes 
perception not only modifies the relation of object and subject, but also the 
structure of the object and that of the subject. (Psychic and Collective n. pag.) 

The degree of intensity of the tension or metastable state underlying the perception 

influences the kind of subject and object produced by the perception. The greater the 

dynamic intensity between subject and milieu, the more ‘pregnant’ the resulting 

perception. Simondon gives the example of a child’s aptitude for recognising parts of 

the body when encountering a specific animal for the very first time. He writes,  

in [this] situation strongly developed by fear, sympathy, or terror … [it is] the 
tension, the degree of metastability of the system formed by the child and animal 
in a determined situation, which is structured in the perception of the corporeal 
diagram of the animal. Here perception not only grasps the form of the object, 
but its orientation as a whole, its polarity which makes it lie down or draw up on 
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its legs, makes it fight or flee, or makes it adopt a hostile or a trustful attitude … 
(Psychic and Collective n. pag.)  

So, what the child experiences is part of what the child then perceives – not just an 

animal shape but its orientation, as well as the child’s relative orientation, in a dynamic 

relationship. For in the act of perception, not only is the form of an object perceived, 

its orientation or polarity is too – and simultaneously, in this moment of perception, 

the subject is also orientated. The subject perceives, Simondon says, so as to be 

orientated, and each form or object perceived is in fact an intermediary, enabling a 

coupling of the subject and the world. The act of perception is this reorganisation of a 

structure or relationship, incorporating subject and object. Simondon clarifies, ‘it is 

not the object that is perceived, but the world, polarized in a way such that the 

situation has meaning’ (n. pag.).  

Art 

So how might these ideas of Simondon’s help us when viewing the two artworks I 

showed earlier?  

Benson – the work’s individuation 

Like Simondon, Lisa Benson directs the viewer’s attention towards the whole process 

of individuation, which is in excess of the individual units produced. The real work of 

art Fade is not the drawings or photographs or images, but the whole operation of the 

capture of form: the mediation between the light’s force and the photographic paper’s 

potential, occurring on a dimension where light and paper overcome their 

heterogeneity and engage in a singular, reciprocal communication. Benson reminds us 

that the forms we see (as colour, tone and visible two-dimensional shapes) are merely a 

vestige of that encounter, that meeting of forces – and that these forms are already 

feeding into new individuations, new forms. 

And like the prepared, malleable clay, the art you see now contains inexhausted 

potentials carried over from past transformations; in the work’s seeming ‘aliveness’, its 

metastability, we sense the level of indeterminacy meaning that any visitor to the 

gallery could yet lay a hand on one of these images and irrevocably alter its evolution. 

At the same time, the artwork’s potential is delimited by its current form. Here, darker 

marks framing the edge of the paper index its earlier position in a stack whose sides 

alone were susceptible to the light. There, cloudy forms record the presence of mould 
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on the aged paper. These individuations cannot be undone. The invisible swelling of 

future possibilities is a part of the work now; the forms perceived now will be a part of 

the work’s future. At the level of force, all these temporal distances can be bridged. 

And whenever you see the work it will reveal to you the potential for forms to appear – 

and disappear.   

In a moment I will consider the effect of all this on the viewer – but first let us return 

to where we started, to Crooks and his world of disorienting movements, spaces and 

times.  

Crooks – the work’s individuation 

What is this world of Crooks’s, I asked at the outset. Perhaps it is the world of 

individuation. I think that Crooks, like Benson, alerts us to the whole process of 

individuation, and not just its products. But with Benson we see what we can’t see – 

the invisible dimension of potential – when we look away from the work’s present form 

(and back again). Crooks, instead, performs a sleight of hand that makes the invisible 

presently visible. If spatially and temporally disparate elements attain a common 

dimension during individuation, Crooks literally pictures this for us.  

Consider his technical procedure. To make his works, Crooks takes the digital frames 

of his video-recording, ‘slices’ them up vertically, then rearranges these thin slices so 

that segments from earlier and later frames now sit alongside each other in a single 

frame. Through this juxtaposition, disparate fragments of a figure’s successive 

movements through space and time are given simultaneously, so that, when animated, 

the figure appears to us to have multiple polarities; to be moving in several directions 

all at once. Magicked away is the linear time of individuals, which are now here and 

now there but never in both places at once. In its place is a diagram of the time of 

individuation.  

Thus, in Pan No. 2, we see how a  figure’s movement enacts, moment by moment, new 

syntheses of its past and future potentials. What for Simondon occurs on the level of 

force is, thanks to Crooks, suddenly perceptible at the level of bodies. Instead of 

individuals, we see a rising and falling of tensions and resolutions, we see the capacity 

to individuate.  
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Perception – the viewer’s individuation 

Finally, I would like to consider the individuation undergone by the viewer of these 

works of art. Both Benson and Crooks give us something we don’t ordinarily see – the 

level of potential, the communication between heterogeneous forces that makes our 

perception of individual forms and objects possible. They offer us a kind of 

‘perception-plus’, a perception that ‘sees’ more than this, that can ‘see’ individuation. 

But if we need the perception of forms to be orientated, as Simondon suggests, what 

happens to our orientation when we ‘see’ more than this, when we see perception itself 

in process? And what kind of orientation, what kind of coupling between viewer and 

world, will result from this kind of seeing? 

In Psychic and Collective Individuation Simondon writes: 

Every time the tension of the system cannot be resolved in the structure or the 
organisation of the polarity of the subject and the polarity of the object, a malaise 
remains … (n. pag.) 

I think that both Benson and Crooks alight on this malaise, only in their hands it is no 

longer a malaise but an opportunity. To ‘couple’ with the worlds they offer, to find an 

orientation, the viewer must, in a sense, start perceiving differently. The only forms an 

encounter with this art can produce are dynamic forms – forms on their way to 

becoming new forms. Thus every orientation is swiftly undone and the only orientation 

the viewer can find is one of perpetual disorientation. The relationship with the world 

encouraged – demanded – by these works is one in which disorientation and dynamism 

become a solution, indeed, they become the only workable mode of coupling with the 

world.  

Such a solution is possible because we viewers already carry within us, at the level of 

potential, a wealth of dynamic and disorientating forces – forces retained from our own 

past individuations (most likely occurring outside of the gallery) and waiting to be 

called upon when new incompatibilities arise between us and our world. What is 

individuated during this kind of perception is a new structure for the artwork, a new 

structure for the viewer, and a new polarity for this world they share – a relationship in 

which dynamism and disorientation (and what I will later refer to as groundlessness) 

can become meaningful forms. 

Certainly, they are meaningful for me. When I look at Crooks’s videos I see the way I 

too am coming into being, continuously. In those blooming, smearing, recomposing 
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forms – as in the unstoppable emergence and decay of Benson’s drawings made with 

light and time – I see something of what it really feels like to be alive, falling in and out 

of step, losing myself and reinventing myself and losing myself again from moment to 

moment to moment.



Figure 3 

Francis Upritchard. Save Yourself. 2009. 

Top: installation shot, ‘dancers’ room; bottom: installation shot, ‘lonely’ room. 



Figure 3A 

Francis Upritchard. Save Yourself. 2009. 

Installation shots, ‘long’ room. 
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… a character who goes over crossings and frontiers because he invents as a real
character, and becomes all the more real because he has been better at inventing. 

—Gilles Deleuze 

In Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Deleuze argues that, by producing ‘aberrant movement’,  

modern (1960s-70s) cinema such as the French New Wave gives us a direct image of 

time itself. In A Thousand Plateaus terminology (in keeping with my larger, perception-

oriented project), such films shift us from the molar macro-perceptions of our daily 

instrumental existence towards an awareness of the molecular micro-perceptual 

processes conditioning everyday perception. This chapter suggests that installation art 

can do the same thing, in more or less the same way: I’ll demonstrate this by exploring 

a single installation artwork, and will go on to suggest what this alertness, this dwelling 

on the ‘plane of immanence’ of perception might do for us.  

To justify my ‘grafting’ exercise a little, I’ll start with a few quotations from Deleuze at 

the moments where he himself begins to dissolve cinema, softening its membrane 

sufficiently for me to poke in a finger and feel around for the work of installation art: 

A flickering brain, which relinks or creates loops – this is cinema. … Everything 
can be used as a screen … even the bodies of the spectators; everything can 
replace the film stock, in a virtual film which now only goes on in the head, 
behind the pupils … (Cinema 2 215) 

… it is the rhythms, the lighting, and the space-times themselves that must
become the true characters. (‘The Brain is the Screen’ 370) 
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Save Yourself:  A decentred perception 

Francis Upritchard’s Save Yourself, which represented New Zealand at the 2009 Venice 

Biennale, was installed1 in three rooms of the Fondazione Claudio Buziol, an 

eighteenth century palazzo of faded opulence with richly coloured wallpapers, parquet 

doors, marble floors, tarnished mirrors in gilt frames, golden chandeliers, decorative 

friezes and cornices and frescoes on the ceilings.   

In each of the exhibition’s three rooms – known during the show as the ‘Long’ room, 

the ‘Dancers’ room and the ‘Lonely’ room – we see a large wooden table on which a 

number of small, colourful clay-modeled human figures are distributed. The stylish 

tables (designed by Upritchard in collaboration with Martino Gamper) loosely take the 

place of a plinth, providing a foundation and horizon for the figures – but they could 

just as easily furnish eating and working surfaces for us viewers (or for a giant in the 

case of the extra-high table in the ‘Dancers’ room).  

Alongside the figures on the tables in two of the rooms sit large lamps, also crafted by 

the artist. The lamps serve nicely to illuminate the figures, and could be read as large 

floor lamps or street lamps on their scale, only the quite incongruous Art Nouveau and 

Art Deco stylings, and the fact that lamps are plugged in and switched on (just like the 

room’s chandeliers), suggest that they could just as well be ‘real’ lamps belonging to 

the realm of the viewer. As we move around we might even momentarily feel inclined 

to switch lamps on or off – but we soon abandon that inclination because the figures 

impinge upon our everyday relationship with the lamps, destabilising it and replacing 

it with a different relationship on a different scale, in which the lamp seems 

unavailable to our action after all.  

                                                

1 While the likes of Dictionary.com readily define installation art thus – ‘art that is created, constructed, or 
installed on the site where it is exhibited, often incorporating materials or physical features on the site’ (1 
July 2013) – installation is not so easily pinned down. Faye Ran in her book on the subject (A History of 
Installation Art and the Development of New Art Forms) points out that ‘[i]nstallation … not only lays claim to 
a specific space, it is completely oriented toward the viewer’ (45), and gives a genealogical explanation of 
this shift of art’s attentions: ‘The principle of the collage, once a specific form in modern art, has become a 
technique for deconstructing the artwork, whilst destabilizing the fixed position of the viewer. The 
ensuing art form is not, as expected, film, but a new form that challenges spatial and temporal givens, 
whilst redrawing the boundary between art and life’ (2). (Of course Deleuze argues that film too is equal to 
such challenges; and this thesis chapter claims common ground between the two heterogeneous forms.) 
And perhaps the nearest Ran comes to a nutshell definition is this: ‘The most significant qualifying 
characteristic of installation … will be its refusal to concentrate meaning in a core object …’ (209). 
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Meanwhile, the table in the third room sports three tree stumps with spindly branches, 

painted in the same translucent day-glo colours as the figures. Again these could be 

viewed as trees in proportion with the room’s solitary figure – and the colours do tie 

them all together – only they appear to be genuine wooden tree stumps so must also be 

in proportion with us, the viewers, and our world of ‘real’ things, things we can and do 

act upon every day.  

As we behold these objects not fixed in proportion or function, like Alice in 

Wonderland we viewers lose our own sense of proportion and function, becoming 

decentred (or multi-centred), unstuck, unable to find a firm vantage point, unsure of 

our own agency in the space, unsure where the art begins and ends. This is work  

‘…addressing itself as such to a viewer who is in himself no longer centre of his own 

perception’ (Cinema 2 37). More accurately, it is perception itself – that process 

occurring between us and our environment – that is destabilised by this installation. 

The effect is clinched by the actively deployed mirrors in each room (part of the 

original furnishings), which reflect the already multiplying possible images, 

perceptions and points of view.  

Aberrant Movement $  planes of perception $  pure seers 

It seems to me that the subtly shifting scales, the decentring and disorientation 

produced by Save Yourself, are versions of what, in Cinema 2: The Time Image, Gilles 

Deleuze calls ‘aberrant movement’. His examples, all from modern cinema, include 

sped up, slowed down and reversed sequences, false continuities or irrational cuts, the 

non-distancing of the moving body and the disproportion of scales – but his most 

succinct definition is this: ‘movement that avoids centring, in whatever way, is as such 

abnormal, aberrant’ (36).  

You may object that Upritchard’s work is still, not moving. But we viewers are always 

experiencing movement simply by virtue of being present, being alive within the space. 

Movements, or images, or movement-images are (according to Bergson and Deleuze) 

the stuff of the universe. Movement isn’t either in the art or in us; it’s always in 

between. If it helps, just imagine (borrowing the idea from Deleuze) that you ‘mount a 

camera on your body’ (Cinema 2 190), constructing montages for yourself as you make 

your way through the space, and undergoing that decentring, aberrant movement 

along the way. 
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Now, what aberrant movement does is disrupt our everyday, instrumental perceptual 

processes. It does this whether the perceptions are forming before a two-dimensional 

cinema screen or in the midst of three-dimensional daily life. And what are the natural 

perceptual processes here disrupted? Very briefly, Deleuze draws on Bergson, who in 

Matter and Memory explains that for any being, perception arises when the reaction to 

stimulus is not automatic and instantaneous but is delayed due to the multiplication 

and hence indeterminacy of possible reactions. So in a complex living being with 

multiple functions, for whom many reactions to a specific stimulus or movement are 

possible, a significant delay, an interval, or zone of indetermination, arises between one 

movement and the next. Perception is the product of that interval, arising as we orient 

ourselves and locate a centre of action in relation to the object concerning us. The 

greater the number of potential though indeterminate actions, the wider and richer 

will be the perception arising in this Bergsonian interval or ‘zone of indetermination’. 

For Bergson, “perception as a whole has its true and final explanation in the tendency 

of the body to movement” (45). 

Eventually perceptions are extended into actions and the array of virtual potential is 

delimited; one tendency is actualised (as Simondon would say, one action is 

individuated). But Deleuze picks up on Bergson’s zone of indetermination, that interval 

between movements, and asks – what happens to perception if the movements received 

by our sensory mechanism are such that our potential reaction is rendered infinitely 

uncertain (as happens with aberrant movement, where it is no longer clear if or how an 

object concerns us)? Then perception is unable to extend into action – but (following 

Bergson) it becomes immeasurably wider, richer, as we continue to attend to the 

‘actions’ of the object upon us, and to the myriad, incompatible, virtual tendencies of 

our own bodies to movement. And at this point, says Deleuze,  

I abandon the extending of my perception [into action], I cannot extend it. My 
movements … revert to the object, return to the object, so as to emphasize certain 
contours and take ‘a few characteristic features’ from it. And we begin all over 
again when we want to identify different features and contours, but each time we 
have to start from scratch. … we see the object remaining the same, but passing 
through different planes. … we constitute a pure optical (and sound) image of the 
thing, we make a description. (Cinema 2 44) 

Perception is thrown wide open, discovering more and more that can be seen virtually 

in the image. Which is why Deleuze says that in such cinema, some characters (and by 
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extension, their viewers) become visionary, they become “pure seers, who no longer 

exist except in the interval of movement” (41). (The equivalent for Simondon would be 

to pause and extend indefinitely the instantaneous operation of individuation, gaining 

some dwelling time in that dynamically incompatible metastable state out of which 

forms, perceptions and orientations arise. Hence Deleuze, like myself, finds in the 

‘malaise’ of disorientation – or decentring – an opportunity to see differently.) Pure 

optical images, the products of aberrant movement, are rife in the modern cinema 

Deleuze analyses. But I think they also occur in art, and that we can likewise become 

pure seers during our encounter with a work of art.  

Save Yourself:  (A few characteristic features &  

So ‘aberrant movement’ in Upritchard’s exhibition causes us to abandon the extending 

of our perception into action. The virtual movements of perception instead revert again 

and again to the trees, lamps and tables, which we see remaining the same, but passing 

through different planes. And those planes multiply and proliferate most abundantly 

when it comes to Upritchard’s figures and their accoutrements. As I roam the rooms, 

making my montages, making descriptions, I latch onto different contours, different 

aspects of the figures, taking ‘a few characteristic features’ – perhaps (looking at just 

one figure in the Long room) Nordic yellow hair, a Viking moustache, a prehistoric 

urn, a Roman clay plantpot… perhaps a biker’s moustache, a couch potato’s body, an 

old lady’s cheap plastic plantpot, a charity store vase… or perhaps not a vase but a 

science beaker, or an exotic musical instrument…  While in the Dancers room I find 

Japanese Noh masks, tie-dyed silk, a t’ai chi duet, an African tribal dance… 

These features cause the image to pass through planes; I begin to see more complex 

characters: The skinny guy with long hair and a headband feels a bit like a starved 

Jesus, hands raised in wobbly prayer. The beatific bald bespectacled guy blessing us 

feels a bit like Gandhi, taken to dyeing as well as weaving his own robes. The vaguely 

Roman character might be auguring the future from the contents of his vase. And – 

perception having oriented itself to a spiritual or mystical plane – the patchwork-

painted character might be Harlequin in his French incarnation as emissary of the 

devil, here to pronounce someone’s fate. The two peering at themselves in the mirror 

down the end might be Adam and Eve, discovering their sexuality for the first time. 



Song of seeing hands 

64   SAVE YOURSELF  

But any such identifications are always ‘falsified’2 by the figures’ outlandish, fantastical 

colouring. Those colours, and the aberrant movement in the space, drag me back to 

the objects themselves, and then on to other planes where I see here a hippie high on 

mushrooms or a leprechaun doing a magic trick; there a drunk geezer thirsting for one 

more drop or the Armenian robber from my favourite kids’ picture book, or even 

Asterix grown old and docile. 

And reverting to human scale (encouraged again by the lamps and the tables) the 

objects pass through other planes, appearing now as psychedelic ornaments, Rodin-

on-acid mini-sculptures, avant-garde theatrical models, or futurist dolls. But these 

instrumentalising whims also pass swiftly on, not least because the figures answer back 

with their own virtual activities, their rapt, midstream, unselfconscious gestures. These 

are not figures posed in the ‘privileged instant’ of classical statuary, so much as 

characters freeze-framed in a Deleuzian ‘any-instant-whatever’ (which ‘does not give us 

a figure described in a unique moment, but the continuity of the movement which 

describes the figure’ (Cinema 1 5)). Their gestures open to movements, are evocative of 

public or private rites and rituals, and of involuntary actions, of both everyday and 

extraordinary behaviors (just as Deleuze says ‘the any-instant-whatever can be regular 

or singular, ordinary or remarkable’ (Cinema 1 6)). Their gestures open to a whole world, 

a world or milieu that is completely different for each character, and that changes every 

time we look. They are characters with – as Godard, according to Deleuze (Cinema 2 

154-5), insisted upon in his films – a before and an after, characters who undergo 

transformations, characters whose movements occur not in space but in time, 

characters whose movements, like those in New Wave cinema, give us a direct image of 

time itself (which perhaps is not so different from Simondon’s coexisting multiple 

times as given to our sight by Crooks and Benson). Deleuze says:  

There is always passage from one state to another at the heart of the character … 
we notice in the first place that the character has ceased to be real or fictional, in 
so far as he has ceased to be seen objectively or subjectively: it is a character who 
goes over crossings and frontiers because he invents as a real character, and 
becomes all the more real because he has been better at inventing. (Cinema 2 151-
2) 

                                                

2 Here, I am pre-empting my later discussion of Deleuze’s ‘powers of the false’, expounded in Chapter 6 of 
Cinema 2. 
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(And again we can hear echoes of Simondon’s ‘invention of (dynamic) form’, which is 

also a perceptual transformation of the subjects and objects involved.) 

Passages and Frontiers 

So, we’ve seen that the actual object remains the same while pure optical images, 

virtual images, keep slicing away in new directions, in what we might, speaking 

cinematically, call false continuities or irrational cuts.  

Now I want to return to Bergson and reiterate that ‘perception as a whole has its true 

and final explanation in the tendency of the body to movement’ (Matter and Memory 45). 

For it’s not just the characters; we viewers, too, go over crossings and frontiers, 

dissolving and reforming as someone different each time we pass through another 

plane and tend towards another movement. Each image, each perception is a virtual 

relation, an orientation, a characterisation we pass through, encountering different 

‘befores’ and ‘afters’ of our own, crossing from one state to another of our own. The 

figures lean, incline, tend and as they do, we lean and incline with them; we join them 

in their passage. Deleuze said of film that:  

What has to be filmed is the frontier, on condition that this is equally crossed by 
the film-maker in one direction and by the real character in the opposite 
direction: time is necessary here; a certain time is necessary which constitutes an 
integral part of the film. … what constitutes part of the film is interesting oneself 
in the people more than in the film, in the ‘human problems’ more than in the 
‘problems of mise-en-scene’, so that the people do not pass over to the side of the 
camera without the camera having passed over to the side of the people. (Cinema 2 
154)  

I would suggest that the same applies to Save Yourself, though because this isn’t film, it 

isn’t just the director, the camera – or the artist – that must pass over to the side of the 

people but, with Upritchard’s help, the camera-brain of the viewer that must make that 

passage. (When this happens, the viewer is being restructured as a subject, discovering 

more and more potential actions, resulting in a vaster and vaster view.) After a while, as 

pure optical images, potential movements and virtual relations accumulate, a moment 

comes when suddenly the whole palazzo, aided by the doubled, flickering lamps and 

tables and mirrors, feels like a frontier, a portal through which people and 

‘intercessors’ (Cinema 2 222) and animistic objects pass. A frontier where both we and 

they become uncanny, inhuman visitors.  
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Suddenly the Jesus-leprechaun figure’s wonky prayer looks like it’s being fudged by a 

possessing spirit. Harlequin looks shell-shocked – like he’s just landed, beamed down 

from a speech or play he was performing elsewhere. The cheeky, slightly Eastern gang 

in the ‘Dancers’ room also feel like they’re passing through from another time, 

suddenly spotlit as they pause to carouse, kick up dust and inject some life into the 

atmosphere. The Deco-ish lamp with its glowing eyes hints towards yet another 

heterogeneous milieu not confluent with the milieux implied by the figures. The portal 

or frontier feeling is strongest of all in the Lonely room, where the “restraint” and 

“thinness” (Cinema 2 45) 3 of the optical image, the quiet but luminous presence of the 

single figure and her world, have thoroughly intermingled with the actual room. We no 

longer know if she is seeking or showing us the way; if it is she who is lost, or if we are. 

We feel with the figures an effort to commune with someone or something (acquiring a 

ritual aspect in the room of Dancers); we too feel the futile human searching, and the 

hunger to save ourselves. 

And as we feel these passages and becomings and comings-to-life of the figures at their 

most intense, the lamps direct our attention back towards the chandeliers, and to the 

room’s singular historical stylings and to our actual occupation of this place, Venice, 

now, in 2009. The Harlequin-painted figure, this time in his Italian Commedia dell’arte 

guise, also reminds us where we are – but it doesn’t destroy the moment; rather, the 

frontier widens, and every element in the space gains an intensity and alive-ness, 

revealing its own virtual dimensions, its own movements in time. The tendencies of the 

figures, and the visionary quality of our seeing, leak into and taint the room and for an 

instant the mirrors become oracles, the cornices become fetishes, everything is 

invested with a seeing power, and with the frontier force of passages across time… We 

feel the Grand Canal just below the window as the great tide of history that it is, as we 

feel ourselves twinkling and flickering through molecular births and rebirths.  

But, coming back down to earth, there is a very serious side to the frontier Upritchard 

has installed. For its flavour is not only trippy and poppy and mystical; it is also tinged 

with a serious cultural questioning. The lively day-glo eye-candy figures are also 

                                                

3 On the pure optical image: “the restraint of this image, the thinness of what it retains … bring the thing 
each time to an essential singularity, and describe the inexhaustible, endlessly referring to other 
descriptions. It is, then, the optical image which is really rich …” (Cinema 2 45) 
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coloured people. Singular, differently-coloured people with unimaginable, multiple lives 

forever outside of our grasp. People who are endlessly different, just like us.4  

In Cinema 2 Deleuze suggests that, ‘if there were a modern political cinema, it would be 

on this basis: the people no longer exist, or not yet… the people are missing’ (216). And 

he analyses how ethnographic filmmakers such as Jean Rouch and Pierre Perrault, well 

aware of the pitfalls of representative modes of documentary, contributed instead to 

the invention of a people in their films. I think that perhaps it is for Upritchard as 

Deleuze says it is for Rouch: ‘a matter of getting out of his [or her] dominant 

civilization and reaching the premises of another identity’ (152). And we too approach 

other identities, when we pause long enough to experience the work’s aberrant 

movement, to see with a visionary, molecular perception, and to feel something of the 

inexhaustible relational configurations we are capable of.  

I suggested earlier that you might imagine yourself mounting a camera on your body, 

as a way into experiencing the movement and seeing this work cinematically. This was 

slightly disingenuous of me, since Deleuze takes pains at the start of Cinema 1 to 

distinguish cinema from natural perception, by virtue of the fact that cinema’s 

movement-images appear to us unmediated by the processes that condition natural 

perception. But by the end of Cinema 2 I think this matters less. Deleuze has shown not 

only that even classical, movement-image cinema features aberrant movement and 

direct time-images, but that such ‘cinematic’ effects are available from sources other 

than celluloid altogether – as we saw in those quotations at the beginning:  

A flickering brain, which relinks or creates loops – this is cinema. … Everything 
can be used as a screen … even the bodies of the spectators; everything can 
replace the film stock, in a virtual film which now only goes on in the head, 
behind the pupils, with sound sources taken as required from the auditorium … 
(Cinema 2 215) 

 … it is the rhythms, the lighting, and the space-times themselves that must 
become the true characters. (‘The Brain is the Screen’ 370) 

It’s true that with installation art we must pay more attention to experience the aberrant 

movement – since it’s not delivered up visibly on a movie screen, but dispersed 

virtually through everyday perception. But perhaps in our post-cinema age, with our 
                                                

4 As Deleuze points out, in Matter and Memory Bergson says, ‘it will be seen that the progress of attention 
results in creating anew, not only the object perceived, but also the ever-widening systems with which it 
may be bound up’ (Cinema 2 46). 
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restructured eyes, we are more able to do this in three-dimensional space. Perhaps by 

now New Wave cinema (along with its cultural ripple effects) has taught us to find 

those montages that deliver aberrant movement wherever they might occur: 

There is no longer an alternative between montage and shot ... Sometimes 
montage occurs in the depth of the image, sometimes it becomes flat: it no longer 
asks how images are linked, but ‘What does the image show?’ (Cinema 2 42) 

Or perhaps we have always had this ability to ‘see what the image shows’, to see the 

‘true characters’ – and both cinema and installation art are merely tapping into and 

reinvigorating that knack. At any rate this work of attention, of pausing amidst the 

aberrant movement of the installation and allowing ourselves to see differently, gives 

us practice at seeing what more can be seen every day. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 

Alex Monteith. Looping manoeuvre with Jill Clendon and onboard dual-cams for two-channel video 
installation. 2008. Top: still; bottom: installation shot. 

 



figure 4A 

Alex Monteith. 1020 metres in 26 minutes: Waitangi Day Auckland Harbour Bridge protest. 2008. 
Stills. 
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Splitting the Image #
Deleuze & perception # the experimental documentary of Alex 
Monteith 

Deleuze ... pays little attention to the category of documentary … The distinction 
between “documentary” images and “constructed” or “fictional” images is … 
meaningless, because all of these images are actualizations of the virtual.  

—Laura Marks 

This chapter uses Alex Monteith’s experimental documentary practices to explore how 

Deleuze’s concepts in Cinema 2: The Time-Image might be useful when thinking about 

film and video within the fine art context. In particular, I’m going to look at Monteith’s 

multi-channel video works, in which either dual-channel or four-channel projections 

offer the viewer simultaneous but different views of one and the same place, time and 

event. These works include five or six dual-channel motorcycle works, a four-channel 

motorcycle work, and some additional dual-channel works shot not from motorcycles 

but from Monteith’s Unimog. For installation, the ‘parallel’ views are projected on a 

large scale side by side in the gallery. In terms of shooting, all the videos are made up 

of single takes, and as mentioned all are shot from moving vehicles either in the street 

or on motorcycle tracks. I won’t get more specific than this, as how they are shot, 

where they are shot and what vehicle they are shot from isn’t necessarily apparent 

when viewing the works; for the viewer, such facts are not really what the work is 

about. So what does the viewer experience in front of them? What kinds of knowledge 

can be gained from that experience? And what can documents like these tell us about 

reality?  

In considering these questions I am going to focus on two dual-channel works, starting 

with one of the motorcycle works, Looping manoeuvre with Jill Clendon and onboard dual-

cams for two-channel video installation (2008). I’ll conduct a close reading of what we as 
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viewers (or at least I) see and feel when watching this work, since my interest is in the 

details of the perceptual experience. I’ll then consider what we might discover about 

reality from this experience, introducing some of Deleuze’s cinema concepts as I go. 

Finally, I’ll look at how similar technical and formal devices function when 

‘documenting’ a more ostensibly political event – as in the second work, 1020 metres in 

26 minutes: Waitangi Day Auckland Harbour Bridge Protest (2008).  

Art: Looping manoeuvre with Jil l  Clendon and onboard 
dual"cams for two"channel video installation  

So, what do we see? Two video projections, both featuring some kind of racetrack, with 

greenery along the side and occasional advertising hoardings. Sooner or later we see 

motorbikes on the track so then we know what kind of track it is. And from the 

movement, the rushing away of the scenery and of the ground beneath the camera (or, 

so it seems, beneath our own gaze), we feel that we are racing around this track. It 

doesn’t take long to assume that we are ‘seeing’ from a motorbike (or bikes, since there 

are two projections), especially given the incessant engine roar in our ears that is the 

work’s soundtrack.  

The two projections look a little like mirror-images, since their framing, composition 

and contents are roughly the same but reversed. But they are not exactly symmetrical, 

for their edges do not match up neatly at the centreline, and the trackside features vary 

in each frame, as does the quality of light. Besides, there is something disorienting to 

the motion of the piece, a sense of being turned around, especially when passing 

hoardings with writing on them, that soon alerts us to the fact that in the left-hand 

projection the track is speeding towards us, while in the right-hand projection the 

track is speeding away. So ‘we’, or the camera, seem to be facing forwards in the left 

projection, but backwards in the right projection. The two projections face different 

directions, are on seemingly different trajectories, and bestow upon us two different 

but simultaneous orientations – though it’s equally clear that this is one ride, since in 

each projection we encounter the same landmarks, from corresponding points of view. 

Two viewpoints; one moment or event. 

There is also of course a third image, the single image formed by the sum of the two 

projections. Here, instead of the horizon or vanishing point of the track, our focal 

point is the centreline ‘gluing’ the two projections together. Across this centreline, 
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marked by a thin thread of black, the two stretches of track meet each other. When we 

corner, depending on whether it’s to the left or the right, they alternately converge to 

become a single mass of track rising like a pyramid whose edge coincides with the 

centreline, or they veer away from each other to become two completely separate tracks 

making the shape of a ‘V’. This perpetual sculpting motion bends the two tracks and 

their environs into mobile, mutating, abstract forms not commensurable with our prior 

knowledge of tracks or landscapes. This third, combined image also messes further 

with our already confused orientation. For when the two tracks lean together the two 

directions of the two projections become one direction, one track, leading us up and 

away over the top of the centreline, then back down to the foreground again, and it is 

as though we are hurtling along this track with a quite singular orientation after all.  

In such moments, things make more sense. Except for the fact that the track has that 

pyramidal bend in it. Except for the fact that this re-orientation, this sudden coherence 

to the movement we experience is only occurring at all across a border, an interval 

between two frames and two spaces – across a gap which anyway ferrets a little 

something away so that there is a delay, a lag, a loss, between what leaves the left-hand 

frame and what reappears in the right-hand frame. Besides, since our accelerated 

circumnavigation of the track doesn’t stop, we soon turn a corner the other way and 

pass back into doubling and separation. No, things don’t make sense. Either we’re 

turned in two directions at once and have to keep jumping from one to the other trying 

to find some stability for ourselves, or we’re flying in one direction along a 

geographically impossible, warping and forking racetrack. Both we and the world are 

destabilized. And after a while, all this incommensurable seeing and moving forwards 

and backwards and across intervals, combined with the loud buzz filling our heads, 

may even produce a little motion sickness. (It did for me.) 

Deleuze: Cinema 

Now, this decentred, disorienting, destabilizing motion can be read, like that 

experienced by Upritchard’s viewers, as an example of Deleuze’s ‘false movement’, 

‘aberrant movement’ or ‘abnormal movement’: 

What we mean by normality is the existence of centres: centres of the revolution 
of movement itself, of equilibrium of forces, of gravity of moving bodies, and of 
observation for a viewer able to recognize or perceive the moving body, and to 
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assign movement. A movement that avoids centring, in whatever way, is as such 
abnormal, aberrant. (Cinema 2 36) 

In Looping manoeuvre, since we are shown views from two or even three positions 

simultaneously, no single position can be said to be the centre anchoring the work to 

one point of view. Moreover, what we see from each position is not the blur that a rider 

would see, and if anything feels like a kind of deep-focus, wide-angle machine-vision: 

the point of view of a motorbike itself perhaps, only we can’t be sure of that – making it 

harder still to ‘identify’ with the view.  

As explained in the previous chapter, such decentred, aberrant movement causes a 

‘crisis of action’, disrupting the action-reaction flow of perception, which is now 

unable to extend into action. And that widening of the gap, the zone of 

indetermination between movements, manifests also as a crisis of narrative. The 

suspension of any linear cause-effect sequence fails to lead us to a meaningful 

outcome, and fails to deliver any stable truth or knowledge (perhaps failing as 

‘documentary’ at this point, though not failing us at all as a reflection of reality). 

Aberrant movement liberates a different kind of ‘falsifying’ narration, as opposed to 

‘organic narration,’ which ‘consists of the development of sensory-motor schemata’ 

and is ‘a truthful narration in the sense that it claims to be true, even in fiction’ (Cinema 

2 127). In falsifying or ‘crystalline’ narration, ‘sensory-motor situations have given way 

to pure optical and sound situations to which characters … cannot or will not react’ 

(128). Falsifying narration ‘replaces and supersedes the form of the true’ with the 

‘power of the false’ and thus ‘every model of truth collapses’ (131). The power of the 

false opens everything up and is based not on acting (sensory-motor schemata) but on 

seeing. Seeing more, seeing properly. Hence Deleuze’s use of the term ‘pure optical 

image’ for images full of aberrant movement. They don’t flow logically on to different 

but related images forming a linear story; they don’t ask us to piece together a 

narrative; they merely describe, and demand that we look. And as we look, they seem 

to keep opening up at the back to reveal more that can be ‘seen’ in the same image. It’s 

not that we ‘actually’ see more, but we virtually see more – more and more virtual 

associations and potential linkages arising from the ambiguous and aberrant actual 

image.  

And that was my experience watching Looping manoeuvre; the work’s incommensurable 

dynamics kept sending me off in new directions, hunting in the recesses of my past, of 
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my memory, for virtual connections that might make sense of it. At the same time my 

virtual roaming had no choice but to return again and again to the present image, to 

‘revert to the object, return to the object’ (Cinema 2 44) because it was unable to touch 

down anywhere else, unable to actualise finally into a clear narrative making the parts 

cohere.  

Let’s look more closely at what happens. First we probably imagine that we’re on a 

motorbike – or that we are a motorbike. This triggers feelings linked to motorcycling 

events we’ve experienced, or watched, or at least seen on television; it also perhaps 

conjures fast fairground rides; and even science-fiction stories we have read or seen, 

generating some vaguely sinister emanation of motorbike-disguised cyborgs or 

sentinels or aliens. But then there’s that right-hand projection. It makes us work 

harder, search in the remoter past, travel further out on the virtual orbits. We’ve all 

faced backwards on a ride of some kind. But probably not at this speed. And the 

experience of seeing from the front and back of a bike simultaneously is too inhuman 

to link to any direct experience, since we don’t have eyes in the backs of their heads. 

The cyborg feelings are growing stronger... But they still won’t do. For when we shift 

our attention to the whole image made of the two projections put together, even 

motorbike-cyborgs with eyes in the backs of their heads can’t account for the warping 

of space and time we encounter. (Here we can invoke Deleuze’s concept, associated 

with the powers of the false, of ‘crystalline spaces’: their ‘nature cannot be explained in 

a simply spatial way. They imply non-localizable relations’ and ‘produce movements 

necessarily “abnormal”, essentially “false”’ (129).) So we have to move beyond 

imagining new subjectivities to centre ourselves upon, to imagining whole new worlds. 

(À la Simondon, we begin to find that new subjects and worlds must arise together.) 

In fact, no prior experience, no memory is adequate to the image, and to crudely 

describe these possible virtual associations as I have just done is to severely diminish 

the work’s power and potential. For we don’t actually consciously think of these 

things. Rather, our buried memories and bits of past are nudged, stirred, during the 

viewing, and lend certain complex, slippery, affective nuances to the present viewing 

experience. I don’t think MOTORCYLE ALIEN INVASION! It’s not that kind of film 

at all. But I do feel a certain ‘machine’ feeling, mixed with a vague sense of 

interloper/imposter-ness (these aren’t human eyes I’m seeing through), mixed with the 

hypnotic thrill of speed, mixed with an unease – even nausea – in this convoluting 
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space, mixed with – well with all those unnameable things that go on for me as I watch 

the work.  

Such unnameable feelings, all the virtual nuances that we begin to see when not 

chained to a narrative, are for Deleuze as real as the actual properties of the image. 

And they’re important because they remind us that the past really continues to exist in 

the present. As we look, and experience the virtual splitting away from the actual, we 

are also seeing the splitting of time itself into a present and a coexistent past. Which is 

why Deleuze says that ‘pure optical images’ give us a direct image of time itself (giving 

us also the title of the book: Cinema 2: The Time-Image). Such images, such films, allow 

us to see time as it really is, perpetually splitting into an actual present, which passes, 

and a simultaneous virtual past, which is forever preserved. In the time-image, we see 

the actuality of the present moment may peel away, while the virtual dimension, 

bursting with potential linkages, with resurgences and reconfigurations of the past, is 

always expanding, and always available to influence what we might see next. (Writes 

Deleuze, ‘If the real-fictional alternative is so completely surpassed it is because the 

camera instead of marking out a fictional or real present, constantly reattaches the 

character to the before and after which constitute a direct time-image’ (152). I suggest 

that Monteith’s doubled projection literally attaches the motorbike riding ‘character’ to 

her before and her after – through this visualisation encouraging our alertness to the 

additional ‘invisible’ splittings of the image into virtuals and actuals – and at the same 

time ‘brings together the before and the after in a becoming, instead of separating 

them; its paradox is to introduce an enduring interval in the moment itself (155)’.)  

The event of Jill Clendon’s looping manoeuvre could have been turned into a narrative, 

about Clendon’s time-trial at Pukekohe Park Raceway for the 2008 NZ Motorcycle 

Nationals, about how she did, and where she is now ranked. It could have been a 

sporting narrative, or one about female motorcyclists (and in all of these cases it would 

have become-documentary in the process). But instead, Monteith has made space for 

both of these possibilities – and more. By pushing back from the actual to the virtual 

realm her work allows us to see something of where all these stories come from. It 

allows us to see ourselves in the process of concocting new stories from the ever-

present past as it mixes now with what see in the present. Thus the work gives us a 

vision ‘in depth’ of time’s splitting (including the literal split, in the two projections 

that face past and future simultaneously.) And it gives us a vision of the track itself as 
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enfolding a swell of virtual possibilities, possibilities that rise like heat-waves from the 

actual circumstances of the day. The work ‘falsifies’ all the specific, actualised 

narratives of the event, not out of churlishness, but out of a celebration of the ‘powers 

of the false’; a celebration of what else can be found at the track. 

I’ll turn now – briefly – to the second work I’m discussing. 

#$%$  metres in %&  minutes: Waitangi Day Auckland 
Harbour Bridge Protest 
Here, Monteith uses the same basic device of double projections shot from the front 

and back of a moving vehicle, but this time the vehicle is a slowly moving Unimog in a 

procession of equally slow vehicles flying tino rangatiratanga flags.1 (The actual event 

filmed here is a protest that took place on Waitangi Day2 2007 as a protest against the 

government’s refusal to permit the tino rangatiratanga flag to be flown from the 

Auckland Harbour Bridge as part of the Waitangi Day commemorations.) Like the 

motorcycle works, 1020 metres in 26 minutes splits the moment, or the captured twenty-

six minutes of the event, in two, producing two simultaneous presents leaning towards 

the future on the left and towards the past on the right. With its single uninterrupted 

take, seen from two directions and projected in a continual loop, it again presents a 

challenge to any centralised, linear flow of plot and narrative.  

So what virtual linkages, what sensations, what feelings arise from this material? The 

pace and intensity are quite different from the motorcycle works, for the dominant 

sensations are of slowness and silence, not speed and noise. (There is no soundtrack to 

this work). The slowness of the procession dominates, since we are ‘in’ it and it 

occupies most of the frame. But there are both speeds and slownesses in the work, 

thanks to the other lanes of regular traffic travelling alongside ours in different 

                                                

1 Tino rangatiratanga is the M!ori concept of absolute self-determination or self-sovereignty (as promised 
to M!ori in the Treaty of Waitangi), which is symbolised in the M!ori flag featuring a white koru (spiral) 
against a horizontally split black and red background. The protest that Monteith ‘documents’ was 
organised by activist group Te Ata Tino Toa, who explains that the tino rangatiratanga flag ‘symbolises the 
long tradition of struggle and resistance by M!ori against colonisation and the Crown sponsored theft of 
M!ori land and resources. It is a symbol used by M!ori who continue to resist the pressures of colonisation 
and cultural and economic genocide. Such a concept embraces the spiritual link M!ori have with 
‘Papatuanuku’ (Earthmother) and is a part of the international drive by indigenous peoples for self 
determination’ (qtd. in Monteith, Accelerated Geographies exhibition catalogue 159). 

2 Waitangi Day is an annual commemoration on February 6 of the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi, New 
Zealand’s (highly contentious and disputed) ‘founding document’, by M!ori and P!keh! in 1840.  
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directions, at different speeds, and which are then multiplied of course by the double 

projection. The push-pull exerted upon our perception by these mixed velocities and 

multi-directional flows of traffic seems to me just as disorienting as the diverging, 

converging track in Looping manoeuvre – especially as we get to the middle of the bridge 

where the doubled diagonal railings only add to the transverse, zig-zaggy perceptual 

experience. (As before this is most apparent when you focus your gaze on the 

centreline between projections.) Time doesn’t seem to split so much as fracture in all 

directions. And next to these diverse trajectories of busily moving traffic in the other 

lanes, the protest traffic in our lane feels almost at a stand-still. Except that it is calmly, 

confidently inching forward. So in our virtual roamings it links not to any memories of 

paralysis, but to a patient sense of force. It’s as though this is where the real movement 

is taking place: a digging-in-and-staying-put, resisting kind of movement, an exercise of 

force which, like the pushing apart of Rangi and Papa3, is also a purposeful opening 

out of space and time. It feels – in comparison with the rapid flow of action in other 

lanes – exactly like a widening of perception’s interval, allowing us to see more and 

more richness of potential forces as less and less happens. 

The above is just a quick sketch of the virtual feelings evoked by this work’s formal and 

dynamic qualities – but many more are provoked by the explicit layer of political 

content, there in the title referring us to the actual event, and there in the many 

fluttering protest flags. No doubt it’s these that evoke that Rangi and Papa connection 

for me. More significantly, they cause me to start linking all that visible, formal, spatial 

and temporal zig-zagging to a virtual sense of the zigs and zags of history. I find myself 

contemplating, in the space and time opened up before me, not just the moment of the 

event, the twenty-six minutes spent traversing 1020 metres of the Auckland Harbour 

Bridge, not just the subsequent moments of the work’s viewing (along with the 

interminable political micro-shifts on the flag ‘issue’); not just the time of the Treaty, 

and numerous other times of M!ori oppression and resistance, but also the coexistence 

of all these things – the live, virtual, evolving relations between.  Rather than pondering 

the details of a specific history as I look, I feel how those times coexist with this time, 

how history might be told and unfolded differently, how time – like all that traffic – 

brings many forces to bear from different directions. And I feel how this time, this 
                                                

3 The separation of Rangi-nui the sky father and Papa-t"-!-nuku the earth mother by their children marks 
a pivotal moment in the M!ori creation story. 
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patient, endless loop of the work, this slow, measured occupancy of the bridge 

contrasting so surely with the rush on the other side of the railing, is making room for 

new virtual combinations of past and present. I feel the work and its quiet force 

mingling, now, with my feelings of the past and relating me in new ways to the M!ori 

struggle for te tino rangatiratanga. I feel, as I witness this defiant flying of a thousand 

decentred flags, this triumphant seizure of a legal loophole, how the right actions can 

themselves force perception to slow down, to break apart and open out to the vast 

infinity of alternative spaces and times. 

To conclude, I’m suggesting that Monteith’s multi-channel works marshal the ‘powers 

of the false’ (by decentring movement, falsifying narration, splitting time, validating the 

virtual), and that in doing so they avoid giving us specific facts or a narrative about 

what happened exactly on the first Waitangi Day, or last year’s or this year’s Waitangi 

Day, or what might happen next year. Instead they turn our attention towards what’s 

happening here and now, as we watch the works. They show us how, as we watch, and 

contemplate these events, we endlessly weave the virtual past in with what we see in 

the actual present, creating them as we go. They show us how reality consists of 

virtuals as well as actuals, consists of many coexistent times, and how, because of this, 

our thoughts and feelings and responses, (about Waitangi, motorcycling and 

everything else) can always be reinvented if we’re able to surrender enough that our 

worlds are reinvented too. These works encourage us to keep making our knowledge of 

the past and the present anew, from all the virtual and actual resources available – to 

see the political force implicit in such subtly aberrant behaviors – and to keep seeing 

just how differently we can see.



 

 





Figure 5 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007.  

Installation shot: L-R: Diva, Mahuika and Tukutuku Terrain, Marakihau.



Figure 5A 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007. Mahuika. 





 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5B 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007. Hinewai.



 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5C 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007. Hine-p!kohu-rangi.



 

 

  
 

Figure 5D 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007. M"ui.



 

 

  
 

Figure 5E 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007. Victor Seated.



 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5F 

Lisa Reihana. Digital Marae. 2007. Stills, Let There Be Light. 
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Massumi & Reihana # sound space 

 

 

You have an immersive thinking-feeling of what it’s like to be alive in inhabited 
space, and only what that’s like. It’s a perception of the perception of lived space.  

—Brian Massumi 

 

 

In ‘The Thinking-Feeling of What Happens’, the philosopher Brian Massumi draws on 

the philosopher of art Susanne Langer to argue that when looking at art we see things 

that we don’t actually see. Specifically, even in still art, even in the simplest decorative 

motif, such as a spiral, we see movement. More accurately, we feel movement – the 

potential movement of our bodies in relation to the object before us. In her 1953 book 

on aesthetics, Feeling and Form, Langer writes: 

What we call ‘motion’ in art is not necessarily change of place, but is change made 
perceivable, i.e. imaginable. … Anything that symbolises change so we seem to 
behold it is what artists … call a ‘dynamic’ element. (66) 

This duality of motion-in-permanence is, indeed, what effects the abstraction of 
pure dynamism and creates [in art] the semblance of life, or activity maintaining 
its form. (67) 

Massumi picks up on Langer’s distinction between an artwork’s ‘actual form’ and the 

‘abstract dynamic’ that takes off from it. The abstract dynamic is the potential 

movements we see, or rather feel with our body, when we encounter the work; for 

instance, the spiralling of the spiral, or our capacity to reach out and touch the leaves 

on a branch although we’re looking at a two-dimensional motif of them. This dynamic 

is part of perceptual experience1. If we didn’t, for instance, see not only a chair’s visible 

                                                

1 For the senses do not operate in isolation but are constantly interpolated through ‘cross-modal fusions’ 
(Massumi, ‘Thinking-Feeling’ 31). Thus vision is fused with kinaesthesia, and incorporates the body’s 
awareness of its capacity to move. 
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appearance but also our potential to walk around it or sit upon it, we wouldn’t be 

properly seeing it as an object at all. In Massumi’s words, 

The form of the object is the way a whole set of active, embodied potentials 
appear in present experience … What we abstractly see when we directly and 
immediately see an object is lived relation – a life dynamic. … we’re seeing the 
actual form ‘with and through’ that set of abstract potentials. (4) 

The abstract ‘life dynamic’ is virtual and multiple, full of potentials for action; it is also 

perfectly real, for we really do experience it, and without it object perception would 

not take place. It is, however, a feature of everyday perception that we attend to the 

more stable, permanent half of the equation, the actual form that seems confirmed in 

its solidity. Art, on the other hand, emphasises the more fluid aspect of perception, the 

life dynamic. With art, since we can’t actually perform any of the myriad potential 

actions that the work might suggest to us, they are not swiftly dispensed with but 

rather hover in their virtual multitude, giving us time to fully feel what it’s like to 

perceive – time to feel our own ‘aliveness’ in relation to the things before us.  

Massumi borrows Langer’s term ‘semblance’ for the quality of relational aliveness a 

specific artwork can make us perceive. Semblance perception makes us aware of the 

past and the future in the present: we feel in this moment what we might do with what 

we are seeing and what we have done with such objects before, that is, we see the 

object’s ‘likeness’ to others that have come before or will come after it. Semblance 

perception also highlights what it feels like to see, to experience the world, quite before 

we have consciously processed what’s before us, allowing us to ‘think-feel’ perception 

as it is happening: 

It feels different to see a semblance. … It’s a kind of perception of the event of 
perception in the perception. … A direct and immediate self-referentiality of 
perception. … a thinking of perception in perception, in the immediacy of its 
occurrence, as it is felt – a thinking-feeling, in visual form. (6) 

When looking at art, we can ask ourselves what kinds of potential movements or 

abstract dynamics the artwork’s actual forms are coupled with, and what qualities the 

viewer’s thinking-feeling possesses. Massumi draws on the example of American artist 

Robert Irwin, who started out as a painter before moving into installation art. Irwin 

sets up certain ambient conditions (configurations of line, colour, light) within which, 

if the viewer pays attention and waits, something will emerge or appear: an event of 

perception. In his paintings, says Massumi, 
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Irwin ... created subtle, whole-field movement from arrays of dots. ... the effect 
takes time to set in, but when it does it is absolutely scintillating. ... It’s like vision 
vibrates with its own potential. (29)  

In his installations,  

What he made inhabited space become was a living event. ... The whole space is 
doubled by a perceptual activation or vibration effect .... But this time it’s 
immersive. ... You have an immersive thinking-feeling of what it’s like to be alive 
in inhabited space, and only what that’s like. It’s a perception of the perception of 
lived space. (29)  

In Irwin’s paintings, perception sees itself seeing a flat field. In Irwin’s installations it 

sees itself seeing lived space. In both cases, what perception is seeing, what is vibrating, 

is its own potential to see.  

There is an agency at work when this happens, and it is not ours. That agency is the 

‘relational situation’ encompassing both the viewer and the artwork (Massumi and Erin 

Manning 2007) and, if anything, we surrender to the experience it offers. Already the 

political nuances of this view of art and perception can be detected. Can we exercise 

any agency of our own within the perceptual situation? Can we (whoever we are) make 

such perceptual events possible, by ‘actively’ surrendering? Or does only the work make 

them possible, by presenting something for ‘us’ to surrender to?  

As Massumi explains, a more explicit aesthetic politics can also be mobilised from this 

way of thinking about art. For the artwork’s semblance may be composed in such a way 

‘that it can come out of itself, in resonance with other relational dynamics’ – the 

relational dynamics of political, economic, cultural or personal institutions or 

formations (28).  

I will be using the concept of the semblance and its potential resonances as my thread 

for exploring the political force of the art installation Digital Marae by Aotearoa-New 

Zealand M!ori artist Lisa Reihana (Ng!i T", Ng!ti Hine, Ng! Puhi2). In M!ori culture 

the marae is an ancestrally-named courtyard plus its surrounding buildings, located on 

the customary land of an extended family group. Marae are sacred, communal, and 

often very old sites serving as the locus for significant social and ceremonial occasions, 

from meetings and debates to the welcoming of visitors to the farewelling of the dead. 

Several key features of the marae’s wharenui (meeting house) are referenced in 

                                                

2 Reihana’s tribal affiliations. 
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Reihana’s work, most notably the poupou or wooden posts carved with important gods, 

ancestors and chiefs. 

Now, Reihana’s work is nothing like Robert Irwin’s, but it is timely that the insights 

into aesthetic perception offered by Irwin,3 Massumi and Langer be used to think 

about other forms of art-making such as Reihana’s with its explicit cultural-political 

dimension. A perception-based analysis can open our thinking up to the kinds of 

‘molecular’ political potentials of art that get overlooked if we dwell only upon existing 

‘molar’ cultural and political structures and their shortcomings.4 With this in mind, I 

will undertake to describe the semblances or abstract life dynamics that Digital Marae 

offers to our seeing (or thinking-feeling), and I will interrogate the potential for 

Reihana’s work – the relational situation she has composed – to ‘come out of itself’ in 

resonance with other relational dynamics of political and ethical import.  

* 

Before I’ve even crossed the threshold into the large, dimly lit room, I already see Mahuika. 

Back against the far wall, immense, she occupies the room’s natural vanishing point, which 

does indeed vanish, above the volcanic peak of her glowing red skirts, into her invisible black 

bodice. Her collar is high, Victorian, austere. Her hair is concealed beneath a regal black 

turban. Her skirts are long and sweeping, of reptilian texture, in mottled shades of lava and 

flame, and so wide that they escape the sides of the frame – seeming to leak out into the two 

abstractly patterned panels that flank this queen of fire, making a triptych. The flickering 

geometric patterns of the latter echo the more organic crenellations of her skirt, their feedback 

multiplying the energy that rises off Mahuika and charges the room. She has one hand raised 

in an ambiguous imperious gesture, beckoning it seems. And despite her menace, her heat, I 

approach. 

As I enter the space I become aware, out of the corners of my eyes, of a whole pantheon of 

larger-than-life, other-worldly figures towering above me from all the walls of this room and 

                                                

3 Many other postmodern, Western artists apart from Irwin have also, of course, made perception a 
primary object of their practice, yielding related insights regarding aesthetic perception. These include, to 
name but a few major practitioners, British ‘Op’ artist Bridget Riley, American light-and-space artist James 
Turrell and more recently the Danish-Icelandic installation artist Olafur Eliasson. 

4 In DeleuzoGuattarian political philosophy the ‘molecular/molar’ terminology takes over from the 
‘percept/perception’, ‘affect/affection’ (et cetera) terminology of their aesthetic philosophy (which in turn 
picks up where Bergson leaves off with his Intuition and Intelligence).  
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the next. The atmosphere is energised further still by the sounds that fill it: a rising and falling 

interchange of eerie warbles of flute, spacey synths, crashing organs and silence. This 

soundscape produces waves of suspense and event, of analogue and digital textures; it feels a 

little bit film noir and a lot like time travel. Indifferent to object distinctions, the sounds 

simultaneously address, caress and seem to emanate from every surface, every nook, and they 

penetrate me too.  

But Mahuika keeps drawing me in. Up close, her countenance is ancient, steely. She is poker-

backed, with a stony lizard’s stare, dry as flint. The knuckles of the raised hand are aged and 

swollen; its nails long, sharp and blood-red. Her face is lined with deep shadows and what skin 

can be seen glows with the same green pallor as the storm clouds swelling behind her. Mahuika 

watches me from a high modernist throne,5 its machine-bent steel demonstrating the currency of 

her power. She’s so old this could be a wheelchair – but it feels more like an indulgent trinket, 

for she is supported already by the immense fiery mountain of her skirts, and her implacable 

will.  

Having returned Mahuika’s gaze I feel sufficiently released to roam, to discover the other 

figures and other forces in these rooms. There’s M"ui, as fierce as the rest but with a warrior’s 

vigour, one fist already raised and ready to strike. With his long black hair and piupiu 

dripping with sweat and salt water he surfs the ocean current, impervious to its iciness and 

enormity, bearing down on me in hotblooded fury. No seat, no rest, no reclining for M"ui. Just 

unending, invincible dynamism. From M"ui to Hinewai, the softest, most feminine one with 

demure downcast eyes, pensive, dreamy expression, innocent, virginal, a starburst glinting on 

her bare shoulder, perfectly in love and lovely.  Marakihau strikes a contrast, a hybrid or 

future-primitive with her curving hourglass figure and amphibian tale. She has street style in 

spades, industrial metal shades, seaweedy dreadlocked hair, tattoo-like markings swarming up 

her arms, tongue out in simultaneous threat, defiance and play. A pre-human, shapeshifting 

demigod, threatening but tricksterish, sassy with attitude, a little bit rasta, a little bit rave 

queen. She’s about to blow her horn, to add her voice to the mix, and I suspect she’s got the 

moves to boot. 

And then there’s Victor, whose quiet mana is every bit as arresting as Mahuika’s wall of heat. 

Of all these fabulous creatures he is the most beautiful. His dress is Victorian dandy, his dark 

indigo suit – gleaming against the blackness in which he floats – embossed with organic 

                                                

5 A Marcel Breuer Wassily Arm Chair, designed in 1925. 
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patterns that echo the spiralling of his stunning moko. The understated decoration continues 

on his waistcoat in more rectilinear fashion, echoing both the modernist lines of his chair6 and 

the abstract geometries of the two panels beside Mahuika on the adjacent wall. The interplay of 

all these patterns is kept subtle, indeed barely visible, by the darkness of this portrait. It will 

take more than a few feminine weaves and swirls to perturb Victor’s composure, for resolutely 

composed is he, from his posture and his grasp of his tokotoko to the urbane set of his jaw 

offset by the fire in his unwavering eyes. But the chair! Like Mahuika’s it is a chair from a time 

of neither marae orators nor dandies. A chair with light bouncing off it in little sparkles, an 

evanescent chair floating in black space and quite possibly winking through time… as Victor 

sits unmoved, resolute, a touch wry, and meltingly handsome.  

The patterns on Victor’s suit send me back to the repeating geometric forms framing Mahuika. 

Finely drawn in quick-changing colours against a black ground, they flicker and swim and 

flash across their two panels, the repeated smaller shapes generating larger patterns that 

morph continuously. The angular forms gracing these side panels are quite alive; they jump, a 

little staccato, and their fineness, their multiple verticals and horizontals and diagonals, make 

for a lot of edge. The lines create subtle layers as they shift and fade, adding depth to their 

flatness. I see them weaving in and out, appearing and disappearing, I see a crafting in the 

image. The whole thing, amorphous as it is, takes me back to older, more manual forms of 

pattern-making, to handicraft and textiles and weaving… It feels hi-tech and digital, but 

thickly material too. 

From this sharp, jivey animation evoking centuries of hand-weaving I am drawn to another 

moving image. Although it too starts out with abstract geometric forms falling through dark 

space, they are soon replaced by a slow, organic, low-fi, figurative film sequence – one whose 

landscapes and characters (the very same characters of the portraits, now brought to life) are 

hazy, luminous, immaterial. The lights of the evening cityscape are out of focus, their colours 

bursting across the grey-black screen. I see only fragments of the characters’ actions and cannot 

deduce a narrative. Blurry unidentifiable objects tumble and turn, obscuring and distorting the 

view from this window to the outside world. Day breaks. Hinewai calls out to Hine-p!kohu-

rangi. Mist rises over the mountains. Sunlight fringes the clouds, and washes the gallery. It 

dawns upon me that the mysterious sounds gently punctuating my visit to this digital marae 

                                                

6 An acrylic version of Gerrit Thomas Rietveld’s chair Zig-Zag, designed 1932-1934, originally in oak and 
brass. 
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were emanating all along from this window. They float in from elsewhere bearing primordial 

rhythms, rhythms that follow me as I turn back to the figures once more.    

And though there are other awesome characters to attend to, I end this visit before Rangi-nui, 

god of the heavens, father of the ever-expanding cosmos, floating in stars and spacedust and 

the Milky Way. Of them all, Rangi-nui is the strangest to see in human form. He appears aged 

and pained – at his loss of Papa-t!-"-nuku no doubt.7 If Marikihau seemed to shimmy to the 

spiralling synth, before Rangi-nui I hear the sorrow and solace of the flutes, and feel it too. Yes, 

it is Rangi, lost and alone in mystical space, who feels the most human of them all.  

* 

In a work like Digital Marae, with its rich figurative content plus sound, film and 

installation components, there are many layers of actual forms coupled with abstract 

dynamics to be considered (more, for instance, than in the practice of Robert Irwin). 

Although the examples given previously (spirals, Irwin) privileged the visual sensations 

feeding perception, in fact the actual-form-plus-abstract-dynamic coupling can 

potentially activate any or all modes of sensation,8 as we shall see. Upon entering the 

Digital Marae installation9 our first impressions consist of a self-amplifying mixture of: 

the figure of Mahuika presiding over the room from her position at the back; her two 

weaving, flickering sentries, alert at their stations, enlivening the space; the eerie, 

suspenseful sounds filling the air; and the vague awareness of many more figures 

watching us from the side walls. We take in the looming portraits (Reihana’s reference 

to the carved poupou lining the walls of the wharenui or meeting house); the two 

geometric animations (entitled Tukutuku Terrain: Reihana’s version of the wharenui’s 

traditional woven tukutuku panels between poupou); the ambient sound (taking the 

place of the voices, music and other sounds of human activity and nature heard upon a 

marae); and the film (entitled Let There Be Light, opening to a world of light outside like 

the single window of a wharenui). And if we see these things at all it is, in part, because 

                                                

7 As mentioned in Chapter 4 n.3, according to a segment of the M!ori creation story Rangi-nui the sky 
father and Papa-t"-!-nuku the earth mother were locked in a perpetual loving embrace until their children 
forced them irrevocably apart. 

8 As already discussed vis a vis Deleuze’s pure optical and sound images on p.18-19 of my Introduction. 

9 As installed at Auckland Art Gallery (and seen by this writer) for the Walters Prize exhibition, 2008. The 
work has appeared, and continues to appear, in different incarnations at other New Zealand and 
international galleries. 
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we are flooded with the work’s life dynamics in the form of bodily potentials – 

potentials, leanings and inclinations trained by our active experiences in similar spaces. 

Erin Manning in her book Relationscapes (2009) calls these bodily felt inclinations, these 

premonitions of movement, ‘preaccelerations’.  Massumi in ‘The Thinking-Feeling’ 

calls them ‘postures’, with the qualification ‘if you can call a disposition to moving in a 

certain style a posture’ (11). 

Finding ourselves here, we might feel slightly awe-struck and humbled, feel ourselves 

preparing a posture of reverence. And as we do we might see the likeness of this 

interior space graced with imposing, iconic figures to churches, temples, museums, 

stately homes or, perhaps, wharenui we have seen. We might also feel the shiver of an 

immersive, out-of-time state of being, feel ourselves leaning towards a posture of 

gaping or giggling in wonder, this time seeing the likeness of the animations with their 

effortless space-invaders funkiness to late 1980s music videos, or techno club chill-out 

rooms, or visions induced by psychotropic drugs. In short, before we’ve consciously or 

rationally or linguistically identified what we’re seeing we are feeling tropisms of our 

bodies: barely registered inclinations to meditate, to pray, to worship, to commune 

with the living and the dead, to sing, to dance, or to ‘behave’ ourselves. Whatever the 

timbre of our personal inclinations, the initial postures arising here suggest that we’re 

somewhere sacred. (Not that nightclubs or music videos are sacred but they have 

certainly, like this work, been known to borrow semblances of sacredness.) But all 

these words go too far towards specifying and delimiting the Digital Marae experience. 

Before we find words and specific analogies for it, what we feel first is a singular, 

potent relationality; a feeling for being together-with someone or something, part of 

something; a connected, somewhat interior and almost amniotic feeling with its own 

incomparable flavour. The incipient movements arising here are more immanent, and 

less objectifying, less divisive of reality, than any noun or even any verb. Nevertheless 

for now I will summarise by saying the work initially offers us a semblance of the 

experience of a sacred space. 

And when we turn our attention fully to the portraits lining the walls, those first-felt 

virtual postures of quietude, awe or transport are repaid with interest. For the life 

dynamics called forth as we entered the space, those preaccelerations toward 

communion, reverie, respectfulness, are only enhanced by our discoveries of the 

powers of each individual figure. Whether we feel pulled upwards, our bodies rising to 
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meet them, or downwards in genuflection, every character issues quite a challenge. 

One intimidates us. One beguiles us. One inspires awe, another fear, another delight, 

and through all these affective posturings they are making our hearts sing. It is a joy to 

be in such rich, charismatic company, and to feel vibrant qualities of our own being 

called forth by this lively encounter with wryness, steeliness, playfulness, gentleness, 

virility, omnipotence, sass, magnificence. (Though still it bothers me how these 

qualities once registered in language sound cheap. I’m naming/nouning them again, 

when it’s the dynamism I’m after.) 

What we’re seeing as we feel these relations, these additional life dynamics, are huge 

photographs measuring one metre by two metres on average. They are in most cases 

full-figure portraits of M!ori characters in dramatic costume, presented in formal or 

heroic poses (a far cry from Deleuze’s any-instant-whatever) against moody backdrops, 

bearing accessories symbolic of their status and powers. The riches invoked by the 

works’ subject matters are echoed in their compositions. For these portraits index 

significant material investment, gleaming with high production values from the glossy 

sheen and sheer size of the prints to the technological resources clearly required to 

produce such fantastical imagery. Without a doubt, the postures and preaccelerations 

provoked in us by these images derive in part from the latter’s strong likeness to 

European painting traditions, especially royal and aristocratic portraiture but also 

earlier Christian iconography and later Neoclassical depictions of mythological 

figures.10 Like so many depictions of gods, heroes, kings and queens before them, the 

characters glow with beauty, strength, gravitas and a touch of the superhuman, a 

spiritual aura flowing from their luminosity against the dark backdrops and their 

pictured triumphs over space and time and nature.  

As for the relational dynamic conjured by the individual portraits, it might best be 

summarised as a semblance of the presence of sovereignty. Yet, for all the European 

stylings and modern media, the subjects of these portraits are unmistakeably M!ori (or 

if you’re less informed, Polynesian). So we encounter them here in an unfamiliar mode 

of sovereignty, less a state sovereignty, perhaps, than a personal and spiritual self-

sovereignty. In M!ori terms, we might call it a semblance of the presence of tino 

                                                

10 Of course some of these features can be seen in marae poupou also, for M!ori similarly lavish love and 
resources on poupou, albeit in different ways. Nevertheless, the two-dimensional, perspectival, figurative, 
representational qualities of the images strongly connect them to the European tradition.  
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rangatiratanga (absolute chieftainship or self-determination), mingled with more than a 

little mana (spiritual power).11  

It’s no wonder that the suite of portraits collectively evokes noble or royal portrait 

halls, churches, national museums and other such sanctums of Western cultural, 

political and religious authority. As we savour the details of the photographs, the 

semblance conjured by the installation as a whole swells: this is not only a sacred 

space, but a house of plenitude, abundance and unlimited resources. And thus the 

relational dynamics of submission, surrender and servitude (on our part) are amplified. 

(You may ask at this point, has Reihana deployed a Western trope – however 

subversively – to ‘elevate’ her M!ori figures? Or has she ‘elevated’ them on M!ori 

terms? By the end of this chapter things should be clearer.) 

So both the Digital Marae installation as a whole and its individual portraits make 

semblances of complex life dynamics. Moreover, these various potential life dynamics 

or felt postures interact with one another as they are triggered. Together these nesting, 

staircasing, exponentialising layers of postures may generate a larger perceptual event, 

a relational situation, that encompasses all the others. But it’s also possible that a single 

life dynamic conjured by the work may find, in isolation, a resonance that enhances its 

own force, to the extent that any greater perceptual event is precluded for the viewer in 

question. Such detours of opening up and closing down the various dynamics offered 

by the work are all factors in the overall perceptual experience of seeing the work. In 

what follows I will be taking one such detour. 

* 

You stand before the lovely Hinewai, enjoying the gleam of her golden skin and the way the 

light has sought out many beautiful details of her face for your attention: the inside corners of 

her eyelids, the smooth curve of skin below her eyebrows, the inner fold of her ear, the gentle 

peak where her top lip meets her skin, the full swell of her bottom lip, the cute round tip of her 

nose, her smooth, almost-smiling cheeks and her bright dark chocolate-brown eyes that gaze 

down into a dream. Since she is a joy to behold, you keep looking, your eyes roaming from her 

                                                

11 Mana is a M!ori word denoting prestige, status, spiritual power, charisma and commanding presence. 
Mana is viewed as a supernatural force given by an atua or god and inherited at birth; humans are the 
agents but not the source of mana. Hence, this M!ori spiritual power does not rely upon, or permit, a fixed 
or closed sense of self. For further information on tino rangatiratanga please see Chapter 4 n.1 and 
Chapter 6 n.11.  
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smoky eye makeup to her airbrushed cheeks to the soft focus on her collarbones to the dazzling 

spark of disco light glinting at her shoulder… and you momentarily forget all the other 

elements that had bound you to the exhibition as a whole, the sounds, the atmospheric surround 

of the installation, the flickering tukutuku panels and the video washing the space with its 

light… The feast you now indulge in is all visual, and, before you know it, you are stuck. Stuck 

on that disco sparkle, stuck on the soft focus and the airbrushing and the pale indigo backlight. 

You’ve seen such things before.  

The memory tugs at you, pulls you away from the sanctity and fervour and joy that a moment 

ago were bathing you, tying you to this space. At first you had felt transported, relieved of your 

responsibilities somehow, happily diminished, free to merge with the complex forces and 

characters and energies flowing through these rooms. But now, as you scan Hinewai’s portrait, 

you feel your adoration turning to yearning. Hunger. Desire. Desire to share in this beauty, 

partake of it, consume it. A familiar, kneejerk desire, not deep but shallow. A desire trained 

and kept fresh by a thousand billboards, posters, TV advertisements, movie previews, 

magazines, also featuring beautiful girls with smoky eyes and airbrushed skin and sparkles. 

Those memories, those cheap reawakened urges to have or to be this Hinewai, are interfering 

with the awe, the poetry, the magic. You can’t help it. You’re miliseconds away from 

wondering, Revlon? M.A.C? Bobbi Brown? Do you know that model – or is she an actress? 

Promoting a new lip gloss – or a new movie? Or is this just another Athena poster, Tretchikov 

dusky maiden mixed up with 70s-80s glam, destined for a thousand teenage boys’ bedrooms? 

As for Marakihau. Her outfit is insane. Weta Workshop12 meets Jean-Paul Gaultier. Backing 

singer from a Missy Elliott video, or promo for The Fifth Element sequal, island style. When 

can you see that movie anyway? Kurangaituku might be from the movies too, something darker 

and edgier, a little New Zealand gothic piece about a scorned woman... Or just a model from 

the World of WearableArt Awards Show,13 along with Mahuika in her volcano skirt.  

M"ui raises your temperature some more. Rugged expression, tangled locks, thighs bulging 

beneath tattered skirt, quite the epic hero. You’re thinking Troy, or a brown Alexander. Hot. 

Speaking of hot, Diva the starlet just oozes smoky cabaret sensuality, no matter that she is a he. 

And from X-rated to PG, Hine-p!kohu-rangi’s fluffy cloud dress is so chocolate boxy it’s 
                                                

12 An Aotearoa-New Zealand-based special effects company, famed for their work on Peter Jackson’s Lord 
of the Rings trilogy. 

13 A major annual event held in Wellington, Aotearoa-New Zealand; for more information visit 
<http://worldofwearableart.com/about/>. 
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positively Disney, or Pixar. Rangi-nui is tinged with memories of National Geographic and 

Cosmos. Even grave Victor is a little bit Star Trek on his flying Zig-zag chair.  

And here you are. Not feeling so reverent now. Just excited, and ready to pay to see more, get 

more, be more. More and more of these contemporary M"ori mixing it up with Baroque 

portraits, advertising shoots, Weta Workshop toys, Goldie and Lindauer14 paintings, 

straightlaced Englishness, high European romance, classical mythology, Hollywood epic, 

Berlin nightclub, royal portrait hall, Pasifika fantasy…  

* 

In the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery exhibition catalogue (2009) for Digital Marae, Lisa 

Reihana states: ‘Alone the photographs function as portraits, but together the meeting 

house interior is invoked’ (12); while Rhana Devenport, Govett-Brewster Director and 

curator of the exhibition, comments: ‘The images are also incredibly reproducible, 

which is a danger I imagine, given the potential gulf between the works as they are 

intended to be encountered, and the fragmented images floating around this heavily 

mediated environment of ours’ (13). I am now going to pursue that ‘dangerous’ path of 

reading the Digital Marae photographs individually as portraits. 

Earlier in this chapter I drew attention to the way semblance perception makes us 

aware of the past and the future in the present object, and to the way it makes us feel 

what it’s like to see. I also used one of Massumi’s alternative terms for the ‘semblance’, 

the term ‘likeness’, as in the object’s likeness to itself and to others like it, as well as 

the likeness of the experience of seeing the object to life itself. We don’t just see this 

object; in it, we see many other objects that are like it. Likenesses  

smudge strictly logical categories to the extent that the body tends-to, moves on, 
transfers habits, reflexes, competencies, and thinking-feelings from one thing to 
the next, expands its repertory of dynamic postures by mixing, matching and 
alloying them, explores its own living potential, strikes new postures – invents 
new ways of affording itself of the world, in collaboration with the world, with 
what the world throws before it. (‘The Thinking-Feeling’ 10-11) 

                                                

14 The paintings of C. F. Goldie (1870-1947) and Gottfried Lindauer (1839-1926) reflected Victorian 
attitudes toward M!ori as an inferior, ‘dying race’. As art historian Leonard Bell explains, ‘While his 
output of oil paintings of Maori was, with that of C. F. Goldie, far larger than that of any other European 
artist, Lindauer was fundamentally a journeyman painter – a tradesman producing portraits on 
commission (mostly for European clients, but for some Maori) – rather than a fine artist. Nevertheless, his 
works remain, along with Goldie’s, the best-known and most popular paintings of Maori in New Zealand, 
and among Maori are valued as memorials to ancestors and kin’ (n. pag.). 
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I have already touched upon the Digital Marae portraits’ likeness to European painting 

traditions. In order to consider the portraits’ effects as ‘fragmented images’ in a 

‘heavily mediated environment’, I will now be honing in on their likeness to some 

other, mostly photographic and/or digital, modes of image-making, and asking what 

new postures the body is inclined to strike, collaboratively, with these likenesses.  

Like much commercial photography, Reihana’s images deploy models, elaborate 

staging, state-of-the-art photographic technology, digital manipulation and large 

format printing on glossy high quality media: production strategies and techniques 

commonly deployed within the capitalist economy for profit-making purposes, be it 

marketing or entertainment. Also like much commercial photography, Reihana uses 

these devices to produce images replete with culturally recognisable signs of physical 

perfection, affluence, power, prestige, status and beauty. The actual visual forms that 

result from these techniques (awe-inspiring characters inhabiting atmospheric fantasy 

worlds over which they are master) are like many of the actual visual forms we 

frequently see in advertising, marketing and public relations, in popular culture, and in 

the spectacular and escapist excesses of the entertainment industry; in short, in all the 

imagetic arms of the capitalist machine.  

Add to this the fact that Reihana’s portraits feature not Caucasian but M!ori models, 

and we discover more likenesses, for example, to touristic brochures and postcards. In 

fact Reihana’s images are not only like capitalism’s exoticising subgenre, tourism, but 

also like that genre’s predecessors in the imperial European traditions of orientalism 

and primitivism. With their depiction of a hyperreal M!ori presence within a strongly 

European format, the portraits generate rippling likenesses to an existing plethora of 

M!ori misrepresentations and stereotypes (from the ‘dying race’ paintings of Goldie 

and Lindauer15 to the cartoonish illustrations in early colonial anthologies of M!ori 

‘myths and legends’ to the typecasting of M!ori as dangerously exotic characters in 

Hollywood today16). Although orientalism and primitivism were not primarily 

photographic, their successors are still to be seen everywhere in commercial 

photography and advertising, and seem especially impervious to criticism where 

tourism is concerned. 

                                                

15 Refer n.14 above. 

16 For example, Cliff Curtis as Fire Lord Ozai in The Last Airbender (2010), and Temuera Morrison as Jango 
Fett in Star Wars II: Attack of the Clones (2002). 
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As we encounter these likenesses to yawningly familiar, instrumentalised modes of 

image-making, we may find ourselves preaccelerating in particularly mundane, 

automated ways. We know what to do here. We know what we’re working with. Rangi-

nui: Stars and spacedust, emblems of the cosmos – but a pre-packaged cosmos, a 

knowable cosmos, the cosmos of Cosmos, of National Geographic, of the books of a late-

twentieth-century Western childhood. A commodified cosmos not felt in its infinity 

but mediated for our consumption. Marakihau: a strange creature of the deep – but 

really quite clearly a character of fiction, a creature of a deep not terrifyingly real but 

fictional, commodified for our safe, easy titillation. As we feel Reihana’s images’ 

likeness to other images that pin down the characters and identities of ancestral 

figures, converting them into entertaining, consumable spectacles, we are afforded a 

whole repertoire of desiring, consuming, exoticising and ‘knowing’ postures.  

Of course, they are just postures, in the way I’m using that term here, with the 

qualification of their virtuality. No actual action is going to take place; we cannot make 

a mental note regarding a product we may purchase or enjoy later, for no product 

information is given. Since such action is suspended all we can do is ‘see’, or feel the 

way our bodies and our perceptual faculties work with these commercial likenesses, 

subtly assuming a posture of desire, preaccelerating us towards the processes of 

purchasing, consuming, feeding the desire. Similarly, we cannot book an aeroplane 

ticket to these characters’ worlds. There will be no opportunity to get to ‘know’ them 

better. We can only see the way our perception works with these touristic likenesses, 

and feel the tremor of a ‘knowing’ posture that will not be fully exercised. So our 

postures – unlike most actually carried out desiring, exoticising, objectifying and 

knowing behaviours – have an opportunity to catch themselves in the act. We can feel 

what it’s like to desire, to exoticise, to objectify, to want to know or reduce an ‘other’ to 

a ‘same’. We can feel what it’s like to be the audience (and perhaps also the subject) of 

such advertisements or tourism brochures or postcards or orientalist paintings. But 

even so, if we’re sensitive to such exploitations, seeing these portraits (especially if 

encountered outside of the installation context) could be an equivocal, ambiguous, 

discomforting, worrying experience.17 So many book covers and film stills also play on 

                                                

17 This could be true for those who have been the objects of colonisation, but is perhaps even more true 
for those who have descended from colonisers and are fearful of committing further offence. Clearly the 
response will depend on the cultural singularisations an individual viewer has already experienced. 
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likenesses and postures such as these that we may not have the patience to see what 

else is here to be seen. And therein lies the danger. Within these vague, affective, 

subconscious virtual stirrings of likenesses to past life dynamics we have felt, it may 

just require too much effort for us to distinguish the feelings of entrapment and 

displeasure now triggered from others we have felt. It may be too much to ask us to 

stop and think-feel it, experience it again and learn something from it. 

At this point, the flow of postures offered by the Digital Marae portraits has led us into 

a state of tension. Our preaccelerating bodies have become a battleground of 

conflicting postures and accompanying affects. If we feel the new likenesses too 

strongly, we could find the unsullied, awe-filled, transcendent pleasure we felt upon 

entering the space being replaced by a freshly baited desire for altogether cheaper 

pleasures, pleasures of escape to exotic worlds of fantasy or adventure or luxury or 

seduction. The initial revering posture wouldn’t simply be overwhelmed, swamped by 

the desiring and consuming and knowing postures; we would feel the transition too. 

We would feel expansive joy being undermined by imminent gratification. We would 

feel the latter cheapening the former, deflating it, putting it to use. We would feel the 

beautiful, the awesome, the sacred, being placed within reach and thus destroyed, 

reduced to a cheap commodity. We would feel with sadness the sacred becoming 

profane.  

We might also feel annoyed, a little manipulated. For the semblance makes us see, 

more clearly than usual, our own force and agency being subordinated to greater 

forces, greater institutional agencies.18 In which case, alongside the revering and 

desiring and consuming postures, we might also find postures of struggle and 

resistance and critique and rejection, further puncturing the sublimity of the 

experience. Or (depending on the viewer’s unique storehouse of postures, his or her 

own dispositional tendencies) we may simply arrive at the posture of boredom so often 

                                                

18 I am referring here to the agency of those institutions of knowledge and power for which we become 
receptors, conduits, ‘agents of absorption’ (Manning and Massumi 2007). It’s a concept of the viewer as a 
conduit for relational situations and larger institutional agencies that picks up on Massumi’s discussion, 
following Foucault, of the danger of such entrapment, of interactive experiences which subject the viewer, 
producing predetermined thoughts and feelings within her, on her behalf. Such experiences harness a 
generative power, ‘a power that reaches down into the soft tissue of your life, where it is just stirring, and 
interactively draws it out, for it to become what it will be, and what it suits the system that it be. ... It 
produces its object of power interactively through its own exercise. That object of power is your life’ 
(‘Thinking-Feeling’ 9). 
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conjured by the postmodern, capitalist circulation of images – and start preaccelerating 

toward the door. If we do, as we go, we can yet restore some good feeling. We can 

reach for the pleasure of knowing better. The pleasure of decoding the image, of 

outwitting the image, of not being duped, of re-defining the firm ground upon which 

we stand. We can abandon the image with its dangerous likenesses, pick ourselves up, 

hands hopefully still clean, and shuffle backwards into the security of an impartial, 

unmoved, uninvested, art-critical, image-crunching savvy. We can enjoy the 

gratification of shoring up the identity we’ve already got, of being a suspicious, non-

committal, unengaged but self-made subject. We can reaffirm our own individual 

agency in the face of any other, greater agency. 

* 

So, faced with this fracturing and splintering of postures, which way do we go? Do the 

photographs’ more commercialising, colonising overtones, which run counter to the 

sacred feeling of the exhibition as a whole, ‘win’ the virtual battle being waged on our 

affective body? And do they dampen the experience, stifling the emergence of any 

greater perceptual event? To help answer these questions I will now turn to consider 

the semblance’s susceptibility for capture by political or other institutions.  

Massumi discusses the operation of capture – the finding and sustaining of a resonance 

between art’s semblances and external institutions – using the example of landscape 

painting and its analogue capture by the monarchy. He demonstrates how the virtual 

semblance of infinite spatial order produced by perspectival landscape painting found 

an echo in the court’s own desire for infinite spatial order:  

There was no necessary causal connection in any usual sense of the word. There 
was more an affective impetus – an autonomous ‘want’ in the kingdom – that 
happened to echo with a qualitative spin-off effect of painting practice. ... The 
formations communicated with each other through the abstract coupling of an 
affect with an effect, which because of its abstract qualitative nature could not be 
touched by any actually present cause. Simondon calls this kind of analog 
contagion ... transduction (22-3) 

In both cases the semblance of infinite order, far exceeding the frame of actual order, 

emanates from a virtual centre: the painting’s vanishing point or the kingdom’s 

monarch. This is an example of how the semblance, the qualitative effect, the abstract 

dynamic of an artwork can, if it resonates with the abstract dynamics of other 
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formations, be captured by them, to the extent that this state of capture mutually 

reinforces, and influences the evolution of, both sides of the relationship.  

However, very importantly, if the semblance’s power is often expressed and perceived 

primarily through its captures, nevertheless 

there is always a residue of semblant potential left after any and all of its captures. 
(17) 

That is, 

Every art object works by tapping into a certain aspect of ‘natural’ perception in 
order to re-abstract it, so that some actual potentials that were there are 
suspended while others that tended not to appear before ... are brought out. The 
new potentials can be captured and reframed, and even be given functions .... 
They can also escape capture – in fact there is always a residue that does – in 
which case they appear as political, social, personal, or economic resistance to 
whatever external finalities and functional reframings hold sway (even death). (18)  

So, there are two ways in which we can experience the force of the semblance’s power. 

The first is by encountering a powerful case of its capture, and thus experiencing it in a 

state of productive and transformative resonance with external formations. But in this 

case we’re not directly perceiving the semblance’s power; we’re perceiving what it 

produces in assemblage with another formation. That formation may reinforce its 

power, but it only expresses one dimension, one trajectory of its power. In such cases, 

however powerful the semblance may be, it is perceived in a parasitic or sacrificial 

relation that, even should we catch a glimpse of the source of that force, 

simultaneously drains our impression of its strength. We may or may not feel how we 

are implicated in this capture, the role we’re playing as conduits between the art and 

other power formations. If the grip is a little looser we may feel it and have some 

(affective) space for either condoning or resenting this capture we are a part of. 

The second way we can experience the semblance’s power is by perceiving its 

resistance to such captures and thus gaining an inkling of its autonomous force, its 

excessive potential to enter into resonance with multiple heterogeneous formations. 

Again (as explained at the outset), we don’t actually see this force directly, but think-

feel it via our affective and bodily postures, our preaccelerations to enter into 

multifarious relations with it. The latter perception of the semblance’s autonomous 

force as it is, for itself, says Massumi, is what art offers. But art’s semblances are – 

variably – available for political capture just as the semblances of everyday life are 
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available for capture as perceptions of objects. So Massumi has it that political art is 

not art with ideational political content (art courting a specific capture) but, rather, art 

that strongly resists capture, maintaining the suspension and openness to multiple 

potential resonances that marks the semblance. For the viewer participating in such a 

relational situation, a greater than usual amount of freedom is offered. We are not 

channeling circumscribed, preordained flows and behaviors but are free to discover 

endless likenesses and potential postures, to feel the work and ourselves resonating 

with the rich and expansive forces of life. 

Now, of course, the photographic semblance, like perspectival landscape painting, has 

been thoroughly captured many times over. Massumi describes the power of this 

photographic semblance, with reference to Roland Barthes’ punctum, as 

an uncanny sensation of the lived quality of a perished life surviving that life ... an 
affective force that makes the photograph breathe with a feeling of life, a life .... It 
is the strike of a life as a force, beyond an actual life. In other words, as abstracted 
from it, as a real but abstract force of life-likeness. (17)  

Massumi also charts how the photographic semblance’s, or punctum’s, migration from 

social portraiture to commodity marketing reflected shifts in political, social and 

economic conditions, which each time found a resonance with the semblance of the 

photograph and captured it, putting it to use to further their own institutions: 

The photographic semblance was used to transfer the royal ‘aura’ of painting to 
the private capitalist citizen as pillar of the new civil society. Benjamin emphasizes 
that early photographic portraiture made visible no longer the political prestige of 
the head of the state, but the social prestige-value that attached to the bourgeois 
individual in its public role. This was just a brief way-station, because the 
semblance was already migrating again, thanks in large part to the new traffic in 
images photography made possible into the magic of the marketed commodity 
object. ... There is still a kind of aura to it: a kind of personal capitalist prestige-
value that rubs off on the purchasing privatized individual .... (17) 

This long history of images and institutions locked in successive states of capture is 

part of our inheritance today. We carry with us a personalised stream of historical 

surrenders and resistances to those institutions and the images they have put to work. 

Hence many styles of photographic composition are now over-familiar, inviting us to 

adopt instrumentalising postures automatically before them. As we have seen, 

Reihana’s images dance dangerously with this fact, similarly preaccelerating us towards 

instrumental behaviours, even though (importantly, of course) any real action remains 
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suspended. And we have seen how those preaccelerations are accompanied by 

attitudes, affective tonalities. Reihana’s portraits flirt with a self-sacrificing relation 

with other power formations, with the relationship of host to parasite. And we smell 

this, detect a susceptibility, a weakness, and become suspicious. Suspicious because, if 

such a relationship exists, we must be implicated. These images are quietly flirting with 

our own passivity, our own complicity, our conductivity, our capacity to support such 

formations. Feeling all this, feeling how the art might put not only itself but ourselves 

to work, we are suspicious of the image’s power to perform as a work of art, suspicious 

that it is out not to free us but to capture us once more.  

I will return later to the questions posed at the outset of this section, regarding 

whether the commercial postures or the sacred postures ‘win’ in Digital Marae; but I’m 

not quite there yet. For we must now ask: How can the semblance’s residual force, 

assuming that all captured semblances have residual force, be revealed? When giving 

us an image so laden with visual references, so teasing that it seems almost to desire 

capture, how might an artist like Reihana yet highlight that image’s potential to escape 

and resist capture?  

I think Reihana’s strategy for resistance has been to intentionally set out to capture 

some of those excessive potentials for herself. To create not only a bunch of individual 

portraits, but a new ‘spatial’ formation based on an ‘institution’ (the marae) from her 

own culture: a formation that competes directly with all those other commercial, 

colonial and capitalist institutions the portraits seem to be dancing with. If the 

semblance in Victorian photographic portraits or twentieth century advertising images 

found itself resonating with the institutional framings of its social-political-economic 

milieu, Digital Marae’s photographs resonate with Reihana’s own ‘counter-institutional’ 

framing. She has sculpted her own milieu to assist her in re-suspending and taking 

back the charge of the punctum or photographic semblance. In short, she has designed 

and activated an alternative ‘space’ that resonates in new ways with, and thus alerts us 

to, the residue of forces yet untapped in these portraits.  

The counter-capture of the photographic semblance in this moment by the forces of 

Reihana’s ‘spatial’ milieu undermines and dissolves any capture by Western 

commercial, touristic or entertainment industries (and, thence, by hypercritical, 

anxious, self-reflexive intellectuals…). It may be objected that a counter-capture is not 

the same thing as a direct experience of a semblance’s resistance to capture. But to 
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perceive captures and counter-captures co-existing, fluctuating, and all failing to 

absolutely capture, is to experience the work’s resistance to any one capture. To 

experience ourselves reaching further and further beyond what we see for a posture, a 

life dynamic that will be equal to it, is to be granted a glimpse of the way between 

captures, to experience virtually the greater, excessive force of a work’s semblance.  

But what are these ‘spatial’ forces of Digital Marae to which I refer? And how do they 

resonate with and ‘capture’ the semblance of the photographs? I refer not to the actual, 

physical, three-dimensional, geometric structure of Reihana’s installation and the 

rooms housing it, but to our experience of a virtual space somewhat akin to Massumi’s 

description of Robert Irwin’s spaces: 

It’s not immersive in a 3D way. It’s like a diaphanous surface that’s everywhere 
and nowhere at the same time, a dimensionless semblance of lived space. … You 
have an immersive thinking-feeling of what it’s like to be alive in inhabited space, 
and only what that’s like. It’s a perception of the perception of lived space. (29)  

I am claiming that Reihana approximates such a space. Aside from the portraits, the 

only other actual components of the exhibition are the abstract digital animation 

Tukutuku Terrain (2009) and the figurative film Let There Be Light (2001) plus its 

soundtrack. These pieces are two-dimensional, wall-mounted (or at least wall-

projected) works just as the portraits are. But both also throw physical, material 

emanations – light and sound – into and around the gallery space. And it is this light 

and sound emanating from the film works that comes closest to approximating an 

immersive space. They do this not by highlighting the space’s three-dimensional 

geometry, but by ‘transductively’ collapsing that geometry; finding a kind of 

simultaneity or resonance between, for instance, a viewer’s body, a wall and Hinewai’s 

face, by subjecting all to the same flash and dance of coloured light. The dynamics of 

the repeating light patterns and sounds create resonation effects similar to those 

described by Massumi in his Introduction to Parables for the Virtual (2002): 

An echo … cannot occur without a distance between surfaces for the sounds to 
bounce from. But the resonation is not on the walls. It is in the emptiness 
between them. It fills the emptiness with its complex patterning. That patterning 
is not at distance from itself. It is immediately its own event. … Resonation can be 
seen as converting distance, or extension, into intensity. It is a qualitative 
transformation of distance into an immediacy of self-relation. (14) 
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These sound and light effects are the initial operators, hints, spurs helping to shunt us 

into a thinking-feeling of the potential for connection in this space, a thinking-feeling 

of our virtual immersion within it. Clearly Digital Marae does not, like Irwin’s work, 

operate directly and only upon the mechanics of visual perception – opening from 

there into what Massumi calls a ‘purely optical kinaesthesia’ (‘Thinking-Feeling’ 28) – 

so, as far as visual perception goes, the effect is perhaps less intense. Nevertheless the 

light’s ubiquitous, flickering movement, coupled with the event of the soundtrack’s 

dynamic temporal unfolding – a purely aural kinaesthesia – mean that by different, 

more hybrid means Digital Marae too creates ‘an immersive thinking-feeling of what 

it’s like to be alive in inhabited space’ (29). As the sound and the distance-crossing 

light brush the portraits, the viewer, the walls, the floor, activating our kinaesthetic 

sense of aliveness in space, that sense carries over to everything else we see.19  

We are less alert now to the works’ likenesses to other images. We’re too busy feeling 

the resonance of our own kinaesthetic aliveness, feeling our potential to move in 

tandem with the art’s potentials to move. And these felt potentials keep alloying, 

fusing, as we traverse the space carrying with us the postures we’ve already felt – the 

nightclubby feelings triggered by Tukutuku Terrain’s funky digitality, for instance, but 

also the itching of the hands to weave, sparked by the same film’s organic, material-

seeming visual qualities. As we move from admiring Victor’s fine suit to Tukutuku 

Terrain, the former heightens the textural, woven quality of the latter. Or Tukutuku 

Terrain’s provocation to dance may come to the fore and resonate with the new 

postures we feel when gazing at Marakihau. As we keep moving the installation mildly 

amplifies our inclinations to weave or dance or sing, encouraged by the physically 

                                                

19 In her practice Reihana frequently foregrounds and activates the exhibition environment through the 
use of multi-media installation strategies operating cross-modally to activate all of the viewer’s senses.  As 
such what hits the viewer first is his or her sensation of immersion in the environment as a whole. For 
instance, Reihana’s 2010 Lopdell House exhibition of Nga Hau e Wha (The Four Winds), consisting of four 
large format photographic prints, one on each wall of the intimate space, was accompanied by a 
soundtrack of gently whistling winds. Mai I Te Aroha, Ko Te Aroha (From Love Comes Love), a commission 
for Te Papa Tongarewa (The Museum of New Zealand), deploys seven works across a range of audio-visual 
media to activate another already-charged space, Te Papa’s Te Ara a Hine (The Path of Women), the interior, 
‘female’ entrance to the museum’s marae. Reihana is also in the habit of singing in her installation spaces 
– for instance, at the Queensland Art Gallery installation of Digital Marae, which did not include a 
soundtrack – to help activate the space in this crucial way. In other installations of Digital Marae she has 
‘warmed’ the space by having its walls painted: green at the Queensland Art Gallery, dark grey at the 
Govett-Brewster, and powder blue at the Auckland City Art Gallery to reflect the interior colour of the 
wharekai (eating house) at her own marae. 
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galvanising effects of the sound and light. Singing, dancing, weaving are not the 

themes of this exhibition, but they do add up to something: a set of activities that are 

performed in communal spaces, ordinarily with other people. Our perception of this 

virtual space, already awash with the abstract forms of sound and light in which we feel 

our own physical immersion, is doubly heightened by the multiple activities that we 

may feel invited to perform here, as we settle into our own inhabitation of the space. 

The sacred feeling is still there, too, in fact if anything it is amplified by the immersive 

feeling, lifting these activities out of the everyday and into the realm of the offering, the 

gift. The immersive, spatial semblance makes each posture, each potential activity – 

even the consuming ones – sparkle with the singularity of itself, of this unique 

occurrence of itself. 

Come dance, Marakihau!20 Or play me some drums, I gotta move! Sista let’s get down! …And 

you pull me down deep, down down down with you, then back up for a gasp of air. I drum for 

you while you shimmy– 

you twist–  

you drop– 

you get– 

  

down.  

The cosmos spins, turns with you, sucked in by your vortical groove... And just as fast, you are 

done. Flash us all your outrageous tongue.  And are gone– 

We don’t only feel the multiple ways we may be active in this space. We feel the lives 

of all these characters criss-crossing it too. We see new fragments of Hinewai and 

Marakihau’s stories in the film Let There Be Light. In the same film, Urban Warrior’s 

night-time urban backdrop gradually dawns into daylight, and Hine-p"kohu-rangi’s 

mist rises over the mountains. As potential activities tumble through us, as we witness 

the characters’ comings and goings in the different works, as we hear the drama of the 

soundtrack unfolding and see visual patterns echoed from image to image, how can we 

                                                

20 At this moment (as explained in my Introduction p.31), something new started bubbling out of me; I 
became immersed enough in the portraits’ semblances that the poupou finally came to life for me, I felt 
engaged with them, and I started (in my writing) to speak to them directly. 
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not also see time passing and assume a posture of storytelling, of yarn-spinning, of 

playing a part in the unfolding of a narrative? Within the givens of Hinewai’s life-

world, Marakihau’s life-world, Hine-p"kohu-rangi’s life-world, we discover a freedom 

yet to invent and tell new stories, a freedom stemming from what remains 

imperceptible – from the force of life we think-feel with our bodies, through and 

beyond what is visibly given.  

Hine-p!kohu-rangi, won’t you look at me? You are drifting away. Spinning your mist, drifting 

and misting upwards until I see only mist and drift. Is this your gift? Eternal departure… 

Eternal clouding of the way between here and there, between Rangi and Papa, between you 

and the world below. But not me. I draw into your slipstream. I feel myself pulled up with you. 

This time, I’m going with you 

All of this colours our encounters with the individual portraits. We are prepared now, 

preaccelerated toward relating. In such a tropic state it’s impossible not to relate. The 

virtual space has given us an immanent thinking-feeling of immersive, living 

connectedness, and this connectedness resonates with each portrait. What resonates 

most with our newly connected, attentive bodies is each characters’ gaze (especially the 

gaze of those looking directly out at us). Via that gaze, we ‘feel the strike of life as a 

force, ... a real but abstract force of life-likeness’ (17). We feel again the power of the 

photographic semblance. Our newly enlivened bodies feel, through that gaze, the life 

in those bodies. Now, encountering one of Reihana’s poupou, we react viscerally, 

empathetically, relationally to the life that is the still point amidst so many layers of 

signification. We find ourselves preaccelerating again, striking a new posture, orienting 

ourselves into a human relationship with this powerful, nuanced personality. We feel 

what it’s like to connect to another person. We are connecting to another person. It’s 

like being at a party full of extraordinary people and, after an awkward spell of stand-

offishness, suddenly finding yourself full swing in a scintillating conversation with the 

most charismatic person in the room. 

I see you M"ui. Even now I see in your eyes that sea voyage, a tiny baby in your mother’s 

tangled hair. But I feel your flesh and blood and sinew, I smell your sweat and your energy and 

am magnetised. You’re here now, on your unending current, coming at me from a splashing, 

kicking, spitting, thrashing, stinging, biting present. I have to duck before you wipe me out – or 

swoop me up and carry me away with you, away to sea, in your wet and tangled hair. 
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Or we look at the portrait of Victor, hearing the discordant noir-ish soundtrack of Let 

There Be Light, and seeing the subtle flicker of light reflected from Tukutuku Terrain. 

The latter sensory inputs call forth quiet, immersive posturings in our bodies – the 

music inclining us into a state of suspense, the light play soothing us with a lapping 

watery sensation – and these warm feelings of aliveness mingle with the somewhat 

more cautious and wary postures called forth by the portrait of Victor. They immerse 

our relationship with him in a bath of physical sensations, introducing immediate 

kinaesthetic feeling into a relationship otherwise dominated by more visually mediated 

dynamics. We begin to attend to the less objectifying, less instrumentalising, more 

affective qualities of our relating with Victor. We feel that there’s more to him than our 

eyes alone can tell us. We begin to feel that we’re in this together with him.   

Victor. You smile to yourself. I think you wink. You lean over. Haere mai!, you whisper – and 

start telling me the untold stories that mark your face. Your resonant voice weaving between 

cool sighs of taonga puoro, as the flickering tukutuku play across your moko. 

So this is how Reihana takes back the charge of the punctum, the photographic 

semblance: by creating a space that resonates with it in new ways, bursting the bubble 

of its past captures. As we preaccelerate into relations with the characters (and not just 

with their visible guise, or disguise), our perception of the portraits is reignited. 

Reihana thus demonstrates that there is an abundance of stuff still latent in those 

photographs, that their semblance is as autonomous as ever. And she demonstrates it 

with a ‘Bataillean’21 confidence, her installation simply reaching out to extract more life 

from these photographs, tapping a deep and boundless vitality in these characters who 

can keep on giving. For if, as Massumi would have it (and Bataille would concur), the 

semblance is always in excess, there is no fear of ever using it up. 

Moreover, Reihana’s counter-capture finds a new ‘prestige-value’ for the punctum: a 

cultural prestige-value. As our encounters with the M!ori figures are revived, we begin 

to see the revived force of the punctum that has survived each past visual capture, 

exceeded each of its frames, as a cultural force. A cultural force that has been constantly 

and continually available for further attempts upon its life, no matter what has been 

                                                

21 I’m thinking here of Georges Bataille and his general economy of excess (as opposed to the restricted 
economy of exchange), in which abundance and plenitude reign sovereign and energy is there to be 
squandered (see, for instance, The Accursed Share Vol. 1). 
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done to it. This is what Reihana gains from flirting with so many stereotypes, so many 

baits for instrumentalising postures, so many potential institutional captures. This is 

what she gains from mimicking the multifarious ways in which the life of a culture may 

be repeatedly, obsessively rendered into the realm of the visible. She gains a redoubled 

appreciation of the excessive, indomitable force of the photographic semblance – not 

for photography’s sake, but for the sake of our M!ori heritage, our M!ori ancestors. We 

needed to see images whose semblance has been subjected to multiple attempts at 

capture for the significance of that residue to emerge. When we’re feeling that 

unsubdued, irrepressible energy, we’re also feeling the excessive, uncapturable, 

uncolonisable, imperceptible residue in all the lives here represented. We’re feeling 

the prestige-value of a M!ori cultural force that also escapes all capture.  

Now, if Reihana has revived the punctum, at the same time and in the same manoeuvre 

she has altered the space. It still has its sacred feeling, but it’s not quite as majestic and 

intimidating as it was. I have argued that Lisa Reihana, like Robert Irwin, gives us an 

immersive thinking-feeling of what it’s like to be alive in inhabited space. But as might 

be expected from the many components involved, Reihana’s semblance is more 

complex than Irwin’s. Whereas Irwin isolated a direct perception of what it’s like to 

inhabit space (that is, in a two-way, individual-environment relationship), Reihana’s 

semblance is composed of a three-way relation between viewer, space/environment and 

a whole community of characters – adding human relational activity into the inhabited 

space. All three elements need to be interpolated, fused, transductively activated, put 

into resonance, for the semblance to emerge. Massumi suggests at one point that 

Irwin’s installation work is at an experiential limit or pole that can itself be put 
into resonance with another pole .... These poles can be played off each other, or 
with each other, so that the work produces a lived quality all its own, doubles 
itself aesthetically in a semblance of itself, and at the same time actually does or 
tells something specific. (30)22 

This seems to be a fair way of understanding the kind of semblance Reihana has 

produced, whose poles compose a tripartite connectedness. Digital Marae’s 

triangulating semblance ties together in resonance an environment or milieu, a 

community of characters and a viewer or percipient feeling (and adding to) the flow of 
                                                

22 Although Massumi is describing a way that interactive art might proceed, and Digital Marae is not strictly 
speaking an interactive artwork, nevertheless this notion of putting poles into resonace with each other 
can be applied to other modes of art making; indeed Massumi does this himself elsewhere in the article.  
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stories and histories in the place. When the semblance emerges for us, we directly 

perceive, or think-feel, what it’s like to belong in a space of relational, ancestral, 

communal, human connectedness. But of course the kind of connectedness, the kind 

of relationality we’re talking about here is important too. The work, after all, offers a 

loose assemblage of elements – elements that are materially and stylistically 

heterogeneous; elements whose disjunctions echo the disjunctions already noted 

between cultural tropes and styles within a single portrait. Each element is presented 

as an artwork in its own right, and each conjures an autonomous life-world of its own. 

But at the same time, all the components here need each other. Not in a causal sense 

(they do not condition each other’s existence), but virtually, transductively: they 

mutually provide each other with the analogical conditions for a shared meaning to 

arise. So it’s a virtual connectedness. Marae experience is likewise loose with live, 

unpredictable factors seeking resonance as a path to transformation and renewal. By 

recreating her own singular, heterogeneous and autonomous wharenui features – 

distributed otherwise but full of virtual potential to connect via the flow of relational 

action through our bodies – Reihana has created the conditions for a real but virtual 

semblance of marae experience.  

So this, finally, is my answer to those earlier questions about the tug-of-war between 

postures in this work. In my view a greater perceptual event does indeed emerge from 

Digital Marae. It’s a perceptual event that takes all those likenesses to sacredness and 

sovereignty and commerce and colonisation, and the affective battle they seemed to be 

waging, and weaves something else from them. That something else is a semblance of 

what it’s like to be alive on marae space today: a space whose purpose is to gather past, 

present and future lives together, and keep family and connectedness alive. Using 

entirely Western construction materials Reihana has found a way to build herself a 

M!ori home, on entirely M!ori foundations.  
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* 

So having seen the interplay between portraits and space in Digital Marae, and seen 

how the space works to reawaken what was dormant in the figures, what political 

lessons (molecular or otherwise) do we learn from our stay on this marae?23  

We learn that poupou need a marae to release their power, and vice versa. (The 

implications of this should be clear as it pertains to the countless M!ori carvings stolen 

from their homes and stored, contextless, seemingly lifeless, in foreign museums.24) We 

learn that when such a cultural force or prestige-value, is released, visual images can 

start to peel away from Western compositional and material references and incline 

towards other sources, other dimensions, other realms of meaning. For as the greater 

semblance of Digital Marae seizes hold of us, we begin to see not what we already know 

but signs of what we don’t yet know. We feel the M!ori life hovering behind the gaze. 

We feel the silent power of those visual elements that are unreadable from a European 

perspective. The three appearances of t" moko or moko kauwae25 (on Victor, Hine-

p"kohu-rangi and Urban Warrior) impenetrably encoding M!ori cultural histories and 

identities. The unfathomable lives indexed by details of physiognomy and attire: 

Marakihau’s tongue, Kurangaituku’s claws, Mahuika’s nails and ‘mountain’ skirt, Hine-

p"kohu-rangi’s ‘cloud of mist’ dress. The narrative abysses encircling these fragments 

of space-time. All these things puncture holes in the image (holes like those the M!ori 

words puncture in my discourse), holes through which our reading might fall. If we 

don’t know, we won’t see that M!ui’s portrait is hung to underscore his relationship 

with his ‘grandmother’ Mahuika. We won’t see that Hinewai looks across at her sister 

Hine-p"kohu-rangi. We won’t see the takat"pui (queer) connection between Victor and 

Diva. We won’t know that when Victor is ‘seated’ opposite Let There Be Light (as in the 

Govett-Brewster installation) it is so that he can gaze at his Te Urewera homeland, nor 

will we see the way his cane doubles as a tokotoko (ceremonial staff wielded by orators 

                                                

23 The wharenui or meeting house of a marae doubles as accommodation: during hui (gatherings) both 
hosts and guests sleep on the floor (with protocols dictating which part of the house they sleep in). Hence 
a marae stay is a familiar concept to most New Zealanders. 

24 And the point can be extended further. Today (on my own marae for instance) many poupou have been 
replaced by photographs of wh"nau (family members) and tupuna (ancestors) who have passed. Might it not 
be the case that in today’s image-saturated virtual world familial marae are needed more than ever to 
restore home, community and life to the photographs’ virtually abiding subjects? 

25 M!ori tattoo (traditionally on the face) and female chin tattoo, respectively. 
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on marae), while Urban Warrior’s cloak is also a kaitaka (a prized cloak). Through these 

shifters, these intense points of difference, the power of the familiar Western tropes 

finds itself inhabited, colonised, usurped from the inside by a different, invisible 

power. I may have already named things you could not see. To my great sadness I’m 

also approaching the limits of what I – with my M!ori ancestry – can see.26 We all have 

thresholds when it comes to cultural knowledge, and Digital Marae traces these 

personal thresholds for us as it slides back and forth between European and M!ori 

traditions. This is another thing this semblance shows us: it shows us what it is like to 

be humans who always perceive culturally. We think-feel what it’s like to know and yet 

not know. We think-feel ourselves on the brink, seeing the glimmer of something more, 

of the power behind those inscrutable dimensions of the image. 

But if I’ve called that power a cultural force, it’s by no means the force of a generic, 

eternally unchanging culture. And those personal thresholds of cultural knowledge are 

always on the move. No homogenising proposition of M!oriness will be found here. 

Rather, it’s a singular, contemporary, living force: Lisa Reihana’s expression of her 

culture, community, iwi (tribe), wh"nau (family) and tupuna (ancestors), as embodied by 

these characters in these portraits. Indeed, when the images’ more commercial, pop-

cultural qualities are repotentialised with the help of the space, that feeling of 

familiarity and everyday-ness cross-pollinates with the characters’ remote, intimidating 

appearance until they also exude a poppy friendliness, a street vibe, an approachability. 

Such a street vibe has accompanied Reihana throughout her career, in the form of 

everyday, urban stylings coupled bling-style with conspicuous references to wealth and 

power; kitchen-table, junkshop techniques and forms of production alongside the 

fabulous and the glamorous.27 We see this street-power in both the portraits and the 

films, in the space-invaders funkiness of Tukutuku Terrain and the low-fi analogue-ish 

effects of Let There Be Light. In a cheeky, winking way the whole grand installation, 
                                                

26 And Reihana has indeed described her own practice as recreating for herself what she has missed out on 
regarding her cultural heritage: ‘I didn’t necessarily grow up around our marae… I don’t come from a 
traditional base. I come from a dislocated urban position of trying to find my way back home basically, and 
that is where being a digital artist and the whole idea of a virtual marae has come from. Knowing I don’t 
have access to certain types of information that a tohunga whakairo will have because they were groomed 
for that information, it becomes more about creating my own turangawaewae.’ (2009 43) 

27 In the exhibition Pasifika Styles, Reihana’s work He Tautoko (2006) enacted a very straightforward 
‘befriending’ of a poupou held in the Cambridge museum: by giving it a set of headphones to wear she 
both brought it into the present and bestowed upon it once more the warm touch of a familiar and 
friendly hand, denied it all these years in vitrine storage. 
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with its high production values but utterly loving treatment of all its subjects, lets on 

that these pop-cultural styles are the styles of Reihana’s life and of the lives of her 

family and friends, who are also of course the models for her works. And it lets on that 

Reihana’s bonds with her extended community are yet another invisible source of 

power for this work. 

If it keeps a lot to itself, Digital Marae allows us to immanently feel that singular culture 

of Reihana’s as including us too. After all, the relational space reactivating the images 

required our presence to do so. It needed us to discover that this potential in the 

images, this strength gained from communing on a marae with its lively and learned 

poupou, is available for our own personal resonances and captures too. And unlike the 

royals and aristocrats in the European portraits, these characters don’t seem to have 

gained their power at our expense nor do they exactly demand our submission. Rather, 

we feel included, capable of aspiring to such sovereignty, such mana ourselves, indeed, 

brushed with it by the mere fact of being in their presence. The marae needs us to 

relate, to resonate, to invent with it. The Western tropes of transcendent sacredness 

have been subverted, given way (or reverted) to a more immanent, indigenous brand of 

the sacred. And we no longer ‘feel with sadness the sacred becoming profane’. We feel 

with joy an unprofanable sacred! A de-individualised sacred that laughs in the face of 

commerce. Our own relational orientation is subtly modulated with each new 

character; our own attitude – and our own character – is redefined, refocused by each. 

We may not know Reihana’s stories, but there’s room here for some of our own. (And 

if we follow Reihana’s practice we will see her characters reappearing in new works, 

new contexts, allowing us an ever-growing feeling of familiarity with her charismatic 

‘family’, and an ever-growing sense of their recurring presence within our own stories.) 

It is quite a tonic, quite invigorating, to experience all at once the distancing awe and 

majesty of the poupou, the accessible friendliness inviting us to interact with them, and 

the immanent, connected, timeless (or time-travelling), communal, related, storied, at-

home feeling of being in this space. Via this multi-faceted perceptual event, we feel 

ourselves seeing, with our bodies, a potential to be friends, to be intimate, across great 

distances, and a potential for relationships to survive tumultuous change. We feel that 

befriending, relating, being connected (whether to our ancestors, our families, our 

selves, or other cultures) always occurs across a not knowing, across vast ruptures of 

time and space.  
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And – lest this all seem too glib – at the same time we feel that no life dynamic is pure; 

that all from the time of Rangi-nui forward occurs amidst the corrupting, enlivening 

influences of commerce, fashion, vanity, desire, consumption. Reihana’s work insists 

that political and economic pressures, multiple sexual orientations and transgressions, 

changing fashions, inequalities of wealth, even suspicions, crises of belief and 

competing knowledges, have always been a part of M!ori culture, of any culture. The 

detour taken by Digital Marae through capitalism, imperialism, colonialism, tourism, 

advertising and entertainment, brings such realities home (even as it transforms those 

realities – for the wealth, plenitude, abundance and sovereignty here are not hallmarks 

of an exclusionary power or a superior, exterior force; they are something we can all 

have, all share in, and something we can all expend). Without that detour we would be 

stuck with an old-fashioned, embalming, exoticising awe, with a distant, 

transcendental, objectifying, totalising knowledge rather an immanent, complex, 

evolving, relational knowledge interpolated with its own imperceptible outside. 

Without the deliciously cheeky, camp, populist aspects of the photographs we’d be 

denying the equally salacious and subversive qualities of some carved poupou. Without 

the absolute refusal to depict M!ui or Hinewai using M!ori aesthetic tropes, we’d be 

permitted to believe that poupou are fixed and authentic revelations of a past – rather 

than living forces to help us move forward. 

And this brings me, finally, to the cultural ethic I think this work proposes. How can 

Reihana’s poupou so confidently lend us their mana, their stories, their futures, even 

while displaying their own past exploitations and sacrifices? How can her marae extend 

to us its sacred, inclusive power without becoming vulnerable to further exploitation? 

The work’s efficacy is twofold. Firstly, we cannot feel its power without surrendering to 

it. If we feel the work’s semblances it is only by throwing our postures into the mix, by 

joining the fold, by giving up something of our own – virtual activities, new narratives – 

to make this space, this community, work. Secondly, the work gives to us precisely by 

withholding. It does not tell us the stories of M!ui or Mahuika or Kurangaituku, nor 

what they ‘really’ look like. It does not tell us exactly what a marae looks like, what it is, 

what it is for. It does not tell us about the strict protocols and stylistic and material 

traditions with which M!ori represented themselves before European colonisation. If 

you have been on a marae, and know how wharenui are lined with poupou and tukutuku, 

with one window to the outside world, you’ll see those features referenced here. If you 
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know a bit more, you’ll understand that Reihana is deftly navigating the protocols 

prohibiting women from carving poupou, and others regarding photography on the 

marae.28 If you don’t know about any of these things, the exhibition isn’t telling, at least 

not in any objectively graspable way. You’ll need to go elsewhere for that, to seek a 

different form of knowledge. Or you could take to heart the teachings of the marae and 

dig inwards for your own community and ancestors and poupou and sense of place. Or 

you could just surrender, and think-feel what it’s like to be supported by the mana of 

your ancestors as your own stories unfold on this marae. 

                                                

28 It is often prohibited to photograph the carvings and/or the photographs on a marae, because they are 
representations of living people now passed (but, clearly, it is fine to depict them in carvings).  

 



 

 



 

 

 

Figure 6 

Alex Monteith. Composition with Farmer, Three Dogs and 120 Sheep for four-channel video 
installation. 2006. Installation shot. 

   

Figure 6A 

Alex Monteith. Red Session #2. 2009. Installation shot. 

 

    
Figure 6B 

Alex Monteith. Arawhata Rd (Tasman Sea) to Arawhata Rd (Mt Taranaki) to Arawhata Rd 
(Tasman Sea) with two Tino Rangatiratanga Flags and two Land Rovers. 2009. Still.



 

 

 
Figure 6C 

Alex Monteith. Composition with RNZAF Red Checkers for five-channel video installation. 
2009. Installation shot. 

 

Figure 6D 

Alex Monteith. Composition with RNZAF 3 Squadron Exercise Blackbird for three-channel 
video installation. 2010. Installation shot. 
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Constrained Worlds # 
Alex Monteith&s Accelerated Geographies  

 

 

As soon as we have the principle of montage we have a camera that is separate 
from the privileged centre, a camera capable of giving us ‘the pure vision of a non-
human eye, of an eye which would be in things’…  

—Timothy Bewes (and Gilles Deleuze) 

 

 

Eyes and ears: five video works 

Composition WITH farmer, three dogs and 120 sheep for four-

channel video installation1 

Weee-yooo! Weee-hoooo! Weeee-yap! Whistling. That special high pitched, keening 

whistling that goes with the sound of dogs barking. Weeee-yap! Whistling. And dogs. 

Wuff-wuff-wuff. Wuff-wuff. And voice, supplementing the whistling, adding something 

further, additional instruction, but not in any familiar language – Hup! Eeee-yup! – the 

voice suggesting a limit to the whistling’s precision, a need for immediate corrective 

action. And a faint background hummmmm – wind in the trees, or maybe cars. 

Something crashes. More urgent barking: they are keen dogs, eager dogs, good dogs, 

busy dogs. The separate sounds unfurl and entwine, the voice the whistle the bark the 

hum, weaving in and out, making their own little symphony. This symphony dwindles, 

pauses momentarily in micro-achievement… then starts up again, for the larger job is 

not yet done. How long might this go on? Indefinitely? No. For these are human 

sounds and animal sounds, and humans and animals tire, need rest. They are the 

sounds of effort expended now, to be recouped later. In this minor symphony I hear a 

                                                

1 The following introduces the five Monteith video works I will be discussing in this chapter, all of which 
were shown in her survey show Alex Monteith: Accelerated Geographies (Govett-Brewster Art Gallery,  2010).  
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surging of effort, a leaning in, an attempt, a vigilance, a dedication, while the sun 

shines, to the task at hand. 

But when I open my eyes – what do I see? Sheep. I see the unheard sheep. And a large 

still enveloping green grassy background, against which their movements are 

unfolding. The choppy green pasture fills four flush channels of video projected side 

by side around a corner of the gallery, and this angular 3-D exhibition arrangement 

vaguely, abstractly, stiffly echoes the undulations of the hills. The sheep appear as an 

unpredictable yet gentle white cloud of nervous fluff; a large cloud with many parts. 

Much less consciously I register the three dark, determined, fast, jerking-and-hovering-

and-jerking creatures (dogs) monitoring the cloud’s edges. The cloud moves with one 

mind, gradually metamorphosing, rearranging its outlines as it drifts in a semi-orderly, 

semi-haphazard way around the gallery walls. It leans one way, hesitates, retreats, 

stretches its white tentacles, its advance guards, out another way, only to be blocked by 

the three fast dark sentries, forcing another retreat. As it blooms and retreats, this 

bobbing, willing, endearing cluster of life, it nevertheless expresses an overall 

orientation, a sure and clear direction: left to right, from the first quadrant of the 

hillside to the next to the next to the next.  

A whistling farmer and his dogs herding a flock of sheep such that they move from one 

video frame to the next, resting briefly within each frame, the whole action occurring 

four times until each projection in turn has been occupied. And it feels so simple, so 

eager to please, so helpless, this sheepy cloud; it wants only to find the path of least 

resistance and follow it. 

Red Session #2 

SSSSSHHHHHHSHHHHHSHHHHHSHHHHHHSSHHH. The sound of the sea. The 

whispery roar of waves, rising and falling back. Now and then a higher, faster burst 

swells, rises, crashes and the texture of rush, the feeling of NOWness suggests one 

huge wave crashing on down – though we know there is never just one wave at a time. 

Between these peaks, these high points in the drama, the steady 

ssssshhhhhhhhshshshshshshshsshshshshshshhsh. The ineffable hush and hum and pouring 

forth of all that water, making its presence felt. The rhythm in it. The different scales 

of audible wateriness endlessly fractally bleeding into one another. Where exactly in 

this rhythmic roar is the transition, the line, the shift from molecules and their sound, 
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to droplets and their sound, to spray and its sound, to foam and froth and its sound, to 

a pooling, swelling inclination and its sound, to a surging grandeur and its sound, to a 

crashing, a dumping – and its sound…? All is seamless, this water is seamless, one 

body, though the noise of it is infinitely varied. No other layers, no human layers, no 

interference, just pure aqueous presence coming and going.  

When I do look, the wall is indeed filled with a ground, a sea, of ocean. A four-channel 

video projection of surf. A glassy grey-green ocean striped with white wave froth: a 

meringuey, lacy confection of froth, good enough to eat. At times the image is all grey-

green glass, but a darker band soon thickens here or there, deepening to emerald 

before a hint of white froth appears somewhere at its top edge, unfurls along that edge 

a way, delicately reaches with spidery fingers over the dark band of swell, and finally 

hauls down a great swathe of white, crashing decadently in a burst of dancing foam. 

The dark inside curve, just one step ahead of the tumbling froth, is all the while shiny 

and translucent, each gleaming tunnel as mysterious and beckoning as the last. But 

this wall of water, these interchanges of sheer green and churning ornamental froth, 

are not the main attraction.  

For the scene is studded with scarlet players; minute counter-agents who, though small 

and silent, appear to have minds and motions of their own. Mostly they bob, heads and 

red shoulders punctuating the sea in clusters, drifting with the whims of the surface 

current. But against this ground of green and white stripes and little red dots, there 

arises, repeatedly, a punctum. A red hump lifts itself out of the grey green, hoists itself 

up atop a frothy crest and – now a fully-formed and agile figure – claims that tunnel 

space, that mobile edge for its own, for as long as it can ride. In that moment the red 

figure becomes a singularity, creating its own unrepeatable shadow-play against the 

green and white backdrop, its own graceful art of ocean and human body, of gravity 

and balance and weight distribution. Yet the baton is passed often enough that the 

surfers are interchangeable too. Sooner or later one falls, downed by the fickle surf, 

and another rises. When it does fall,  it does so like a human can fall nowhere else – 

with all the head-over-heels abandon of a slapstick comedian slipping on a banana 

skin. The whole tableau is looped, exponentialising the eternal cycle of waves and 

surfers, rising and falling... 
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Arawhata Rd (Tasman Sea) TO Arawhata Rd (Mt Taranaki) TO 

Arawhata Rd (Tasman Sea), WITH TWO TINO RANGATIRATANGA 

FLAGS AND TWO LAND ROVERS2 

  

                                                

2 In fact the work shown in Accelerated Geographies was Parihaka to Cape Egmont Rd to Parihaka with two 
Tino Rangatiratanga flags and two Land Rovers, Waitangi Day (2009). But as this was one of two very similar 
works made by the Local Time collective in Taranaki on Waitangi Day 2009, I have taken the liberty of 
discussing the Arawhata Rd work instead, because I have been able to view it more often. These works are 
the products of a collaboration between Monteith and several others (Danny Butt, Jon Bywater, Natalie 
Robertson) who together comprise Local Time; so unlike the rest of the works in Accelerated Geographies it 
is not a ‘solo’ Monteith work. 
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Silence. 

Or, nothing to be heard but the noise of other people and other artworks roving the 

gallery. 
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And to be seen, two projections side by side, each depicting a lone red vehicle, a land 

rover topped with a fluttering flag rumbling along a country road. In both, the road 

shoots straight back from the centre bottom of each frame: a classic foreshortened 

composition. Together the two projections approximate a mirror-image. But they are 

not exactly identical, for on the right side the land rover drives away from the camera, 

while on the left it drives towards it. On the right it is full daylight and a mountain – 

the distinguished conical point of Taranaki – graces the horizon, its peak caressed by a 

cloud and punctuated by the wavering tip of the car’s flagpole. On the left we see a 

darkened, shrub-lined horizon and a setting sun, its pointy starburst rays reaching 

down into the foreground to the right of the car. Beyond this horizon lies the Tasman 

Sea (or so the work’s title informs us). Two views showing two different times of day 

and two different viewing orientations; but in both (we may assume) the red-flagged 

red land rover points towards Taranaki. A lone jeep making tracks to its mountain, 

night and day, on a rural Aotearoa road.  

Composition with RNZAF Red Checkers for five-channel video 

installation 

Schchchchchchchchchchhssssssshhhhhhhhhhhhhhschchchchchchchchchchhssssssshhhhhhhhhhh

hh. A constant hiss, a lower pitched drone, and an occasional, higher 

wheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee – all full-bore, deafening, penetrating. Intermittently, crackling 

static rustles up a man’s distant walkie-talkie voice, while the dry roaring drone drones 

on. A muffled voice, distorted and echoey behind the hum, as though bouncing 

around the walls of a factory, a bunker, a warehouse. Indeed, the more high-pitched 

wheeeeeeeeeeee conjures power tools, smaller parts in the assembly line of production, 

cogs whirring in a machine. Despite this commotion, the voice is calm, plebeian, 

methodical. Through the din I seem to hear shuffling sounds too. Even the peep of a 

whistle. It feels like a whole community, obeying orders, following instructions, 

mucking in, serving a greater goal. The assemblage of sounds is grey, hard, cool, 

metallic, sharp, concrete. It evokes tools, overalls, communist workers, capitalist 

factories, power-tool-wielding handy-men. It’s industrial, machinic, engineered, man-

made, enormous. The sound of activity, of DOING DOING DOING something. The 

sound of production, of churning something out, of taking in and churning out, 

transformed. The sound of consumption, of use. Of burning fuel and lots of it. The 

sound of machines, of industry, of ambition, of domination, of hubris, of conquest, of 
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revolution. The blinding sound of a fog of productivity, beyond which I know not, hear 

not, see not what might be out there. (How would one sleep through such activity? 

Equally, how would one muster wakefulness through such activity? How would one see 

beyond such sound that fills the mind? How would one fly? How would one swoop up 

up into the high sky, float on the warm currents, dip and duck and dive and delight in 

one’s freedom? There could be no flying, no soaring, no freedom, in such a din.) Then 

suddenly there’s a variation in it. A slight keening of that low engine drone, a warming 

and fading and warming to its theme – and I look 

to see five massive channels of video installed in one long row wrapping around three 

walls of the gallery space, floor to ceiling. Each of the five flush frames features a tall 

shiny yellow obelisk-like central structure, looming up from a slim horizontal base at 

the bottom of the frame towards the top edge. Behind these fixed, dominating vertical 

structures whirl green and blue worlds of land and sky, dotted with a diminishing line 

of yellow aerobatic planes flying in formation. The change that made me look moments 

earlier was, I now see, the engine sound of these planes finishing their banking and 

pirouetting, and coming down to land. Smoke streams out behind the yellow obelisks, 

trailing into the whirling worlds, making ephemeral arrows to the clouds. But the 

obelisks are so firm, so unmoving, so absolute. Rockets, monuments, monoliths. And 

so phallic: full power, while the unhinged worlds of pasture and sky and smoke and 

cloud swirl and spin and twirl around them. Then when the planes behind line up and 

fall away, the worlds are splitting, diving, weaving… These worlds are alive… These 

worlds are flat planes that curve, bend, fold away from the monolithic fixtures. These 

worlds seem almost to be emanating from the monumental metallic yellow forms, 

unfurling behind them: out of nothing, something.  

Composition with RNZAF 3 Squadron Exercise Blackbird for 

three-channel video installation 

DUGGA-DUGGA-whrrrrrDUGGA-DUGGA-DUGGAwhhrrrr-DUGGA-DUGGA… The 

unmistakeable thud of choppers. So close DUGGA-DUGGA you can hear their radios 

talking squueeee ninetycrrrrsssshhhh ridown gonnaseee kallthe DUGGA rogersproach to the 

highestpointrrrr twenty whrrrrr DUGGA-DUGGA… authority men watching us watching 

us watching us overhead. With machines. Talking to control to headquarters they have 

information they know things. Things about us… Who are they looking for? Who do 
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they want? So close so loud so heavy, feel like they could swoop down and take us – or 

squash us. They’ve got the power, down the line through the radio they’ve got 

connections, maps, information at fingertips, somewhere up there down the line 

they’ve got someone who knows, telling them the things to do and so they do them… 

And I open my eyes and look. Three massive projections abutting each other side-by-

side on a single gallery wall, filled with three near-identical scenes of wintry snow-

capped mountains. Each frame is cut away at the top-left corner by a close-up 

silhouette of a helicopter’s belly. The rest of the helicopter is out of frame, save for a 

section of crossbar arcing down across the left side of the scene and finishing in the 

skid, which points straight up and back from the projection’s bottom edge into the 

centre of the frame. Beyond that skid, more black helicopter-dots calmly follow in 

formation: one in the first frame, two in the second frame, none in the third. At the 

start of the triplicate looped videos the helicopters (and our vantage points) are high up 

and the ground is far away; horizon and sky are visible along with the agricultural 

furrows in the lowlands in warm shades of reddish brown and blue. But before long 

they enter a more claustrophobic landscape of close-set mountain ridges. No more blue 

sky, just white and more white with no indication of where snow ends and sky begins. 

Close-up, cold, majestic, treacherous mountains. Black rocks, snow, invisible whiteout 

sky, and thudding helicopters… For the rest of the three projections’ duration the 

helicopters fly menacingly slow and close to the ground in a vista delimited by hard 

rock behind and below; that close-up, unmoving helicopter body and skid impinging 

all the while on each view. The skid is, like the plane-obelisks, an absolute fixture 

invading the sublime, blinding scenery, centred at the bottom, a canon poised to fire 

backwards into the snowy ridges. With the round black edge of the helicopter body it 

creates a new, jagged and unusual frame for the landscape beyond. Fog and mist and 

cloud are the only soft points in the hard-edged landscape. As we fly, facing 

backwards, plane by plane of this rocky terrain pulls away from us with all the flatness 

of an early digital flight simulator game: a sea of craggy edges, row upon row of black 

rock and white air. Judging distance, judging anything, becomes impossible.  
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Seen and unseen: an eye in the midst of things 

In opening this discussion of Alex Monteith’s Taranaki, Manawat" and Te Wai 

Pounamu works,3 I have isolated and emphasised their aural components for a reason, 

or reasons. Partly because the previous chapter on Lisa Reihana taught me about the 

special, immersive powers that sound can bring to an artwork (and to writing about an 

artwork). And partly because Monteith’s works, despite their seductive visual 

acrobatics, always trigger in me a feeling for the unseen: unseen forces and dynamics, 

unseen powers and agencies, unseen histories. It is that feeling, that hunch about the 

unseen in the landscape, that this thesis chapter tries from various angles to work 

through. It’s as though I suddenly find that focusing on sounds is a short-cut to 

suspending my attention to the ‘natural perception’ side of vision.  

As we learned in the previous chapter, the separation of seen and heard percepts from 

their affective, associative, remembered and cognitive effects is somewhat artificial. 

Rather, their joint existence as a thinking-feeling is evidenced in the virtual postures 

we make before the work; that is, in the dynamic form produced between viewer and 

work.  

At the start of Chapter 5, I so wished I could describe Digital Marae’s (visual) percepts 

and affects, semblances and postures purely on qualitative terms, without the use of 

nouns, without reference to any assumed objects. (I was on the run from the object, 

trying to stick closely to the sensorial part of perception. I wanted to isolate the percept 

from the affect and from everything else.) However, by the end of the chapter I was 

resigned to the fact that, so long as I’m using discursive language, an evocation of pure 

visual or sound qualities would not be possible. At least, not for this writer. I better 

understood that, ‘we see the object remaining the same, but passing through different 

planes. ... we constitute a pure optical (and sound) image of the thing, we make a 

description’ (Deleuze, Cinema 2 44). So this time, in this chapter, I have accepted that 

the descriptions we make (akin to Massumi’s likenesses) constitute the pure optical 

image, and I have not strived so hard to divorce qualities from their objective 

descriptions, their objects. (I was still inclined to try to capture the ‘firstness’ of the 

sound quality, in Charles Saunders Peirce’s terms; or to practice a ‘reduced listening’, 

                                                

3 Made on site in Taranaki (sheep, surfers, land rovers); Ohakea and the Manawat" (planes); Wairau, 
Waiau-toa, Mani-Rauhea and Okuku, all in the Northern, Marlborough-Canterbury region of Te Wai 
Pounamu/the South Island (helicopters). 
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in Pierre Schaeffer’s and Michel Chion’s audio-visual terms – focusing on the traits of 

the sound independent of its cause and semiotic meanings – but rather than tightly 

straightjacketing myself I just accepted my shortfallings.) I have settled for giving the 

qualities coupled with some of their perceived/imagined/likened objects; for giving the 

pure optical and sound images descriptions… since that is the only way they appear to 

us in this world. I have settled for permitting the semblances and likenesses to other 

objects to pre-exist what gets seen now. Because, after all, they do. For these reasons, 

my written descriptions of Monteith’s soundtracks remain loose; I do not erase objects 

from them entirely; I permit myself digressions from the pure sound qualities into 

affective and imagetic and objective accompaniments (the imagined networks of power 

felt behind a chopper’s din, for instance).  

From this beginning, at which we find sounds unfurling threads in one direction and 

the images unfurling them in another (like the warp and weft of a woven fabric), I will 

now revisit each work to dig a little deeper. In pursuing the weave of seen and unseen, 

the weave of clusters of percepts and the affective postures and virtual imagings and 

imaginings accompanying them, the weave of natural perceptions and the dynamic 

forms of aesthetic perception, I again seek to give a fuller unfoldment to the latter 

halves of those couplings. (Thus, I hope, dwelling more and more deeply in that 

interval of movement, that Simondonian metastable state from which all our forms, 

perceptions and orientations arise – but without unhitching it from the actualities that 

are its traveling companions.) And as I go I also expect to lean into the concepts that, 

like an echo, begin to follow them.  

Sheep 

The Darwinian idea of… the universal struggle for existence… elevated violent 
conquest to the status of natural law. (Park, ‘Going Between Goddesses’ 86) 

The people driven out like drafted sheep. (Harry Dansey referring to the M!ori of 
Parihaka, in Frood 23) 

Though I do not know a code behind these sounds – behind the whistling and barking 

and calling – I hear their qualities. The leaning-in, concentration, commitment of 

mutual attention; the coming together of disparate forces to compose an action. I hear 

collaboration as the sounds compose themselves around each other. I hear 

communication, just as I can hear communication in a foreign language I do not speak. 
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I hear a sharing and commingling of energies and intentions. Of course I know what 

they do, these sounds – they muster sheep. But even if I did not, I think I would hear 

some of these qualities, for they are there in the percepts themselves, or at least in the 

larger percept the sounds make together (and my own preacclerations of straining to 

understand confirm this. Yes, the sounds betray diverse agencies, and conflicting 

intentions too, but I can only hear these because I have heard the way they collaborate. 

Without the interacting, there would be no awareness of distinct forces; there would 

be only audible chaos. 

And as implied above, these qualities in the sounds index something else in turn, 

something else I can hear and feel. These qualities of intentionality and collaboration 

betray a rule set, a technique, a shared code, a kind of language, divided into whistles 

and barks and voices. They index a prior carving out of a field, a space for the 

execution of this intention, a common ground. If the sounds exist to do something 

specific, something instrumental, something functional, that something has been 

encoded for them to do it.  

And then, against those qualities of communication, collaboration, intention, and 

against that ground of shared code, I hear also the incursions of chance, the highs and 

lows of the game, the drama. I hear conforming/cleaving to the system, and I hear 

deviations. Something escapes, surely something escapes – or something intervenes – 

for something must trigger the sudden audible urgencies, the louder barks and sharper 

deployments of voice.  

Meanwhile in the visuals on the gallery wall the one hundred and twenty sheep look 

for all the world like a diagram illustrating non-linear dynamics: they drift semi-

directionally like migrating flocks of birds, like cars on a motorway, like smoke or 

viruses or any of the billion other examples of self-organisation. There’s pleasure in 

this simple, formal diagrammatic quality, a meditative, soothing, contemplative 

pleasure.  

But it’s not only a diagram – it’s living beings, sheep and dogs and an unseen farmer. 

And the visible simplicity and timidity of the sheep – their liking for the path of least 

resistance, their propensity for moving as one – has been thoroughly transcoded into 

the dogs’-and-farmer’s minor symphony of bark and whistle. That expert symphony, 

and its knowledge of the sheep, renders the latter putty in the hands of the farmer and 

his dogs. These beings are moved – I see now – less by their own internal force than by 
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another, external force. So as I listen and look, my pleasure in the crisp formality of 

these aural and visual diagrams begins to weaken. 

As I look and listen, a nauseating atmosphere of malleability detaches from the sheepy 

cloud and hovers over the work. In the organised drift and the encoded soundtrack, 

the work reveals an exploitability which dogs and farmer seize and make their own. It 

reveals an object worked upon by the encoded sounds. It reveals not a self-organising 

system but an other-organised system. And what we see feels, now, like a well-honed, 

swift and deadly territorialisation, for the flock has no counter force to muster, nothing 

to gain from the system. It is merely the visible expression of the system. It is a 

diagram, in fact, of a despotism; of a total power, totally exercised.4 My nausea is not a 

vegetarian nausea triggered by prior knowledge of farming and food production 

practices (though we do all know where this arrangement of things leads, for the 

sheep). It is triggered by the stark diagram of an abuse-of-power dynamic.  

But it’s also a fleeting nausea, nestled as it is amongst the work’s more dominant, 

meditative affective qualities. And perhaps the despotic is not the ultimate dynamic 

expressed by this work. For indeed, behind the self-organising animal behaviours and 

the uneven power plays of man and animal loom other elements I have not yet 

considered: the green pasture and the firm ground beneath it. 

Surfers 

That one animal eats another scarcely alters a fundamental situation: every animal 
is in the world like water in water. (Bataille, Theory of Religion 19) 

The ocean’s roar is uninterrupted: no sound human or otherwise impedes or connects 

with its flow. It evinces no manmade or animal code, no intention, no ambition to 

communicate or control, for it is seamless and ceaseless and cannot be divided into 

parts. Moreover, it’s an ancient and abiding sound, hence its affective associations are 

                                                

4 This sheepy image fits Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of despotism in A Thousand Plateaus, even if the 
analogy seems a little extreme: ‘The complete system, then, consists of the paranoid face or body of the 
despot-god [farmer] in the signifying center of the temple; the interpreting priests [dogs] who continually 
recharge the signified in the temple, transforming it into signifier; the hysterical crowd of people [sheep] 
outside, clumped in tight circles, who jump from one circle to another’ (116). Deleuze and Guattari 
continue with a final phase, the intolerable line of flight: ‘the faceless, depressive scapegoat emanating 
from the center, chosen, treated and adorned by the priests, cutting across the circles in its headlong flight 
in to the desert’; in Monteith’s sheep-mustering system I imagine this as the stray sheep that escapes the 
system – but only to be caught and ultimately sent away on a quite different trajectory…  
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of invincibility, eternal return, timelessness. It quietens down now and then to a more 

soothing lapping between its louder inhalations and exhalations. It pushes and pulls, 

pushes and pulls. In its unstoppable cyclical reach and return it could be (affectively 

speaking) the very sound of time itself.  

But visibly, this work is a lot like the sheep work: a mass of near-identical players 

moving in a loosely repetitive fashion against a monochrome ground, inducing a 

contemplative, even trance-like attitude in the viewer. In this work too (for the 

duration of each surfer’s ride), we witness the expressive making or taking of a 

territory. And although the sound is all-natural, the visual dynamic of this work, too, is 

generated in part by a singular, impenetrable (to the uninitiated) human code – the tacit 

surfer’s code that informs the taking of turns to ride as each wave arises.  

Just as the farmer’s whistling enabled the sheep to be moved and the pasture to be 

territorialised, the surfer’s code is part of a system that enables the ocean’s waves to be 

successively parasited and territorialised.5 The wave’s freewheeling agency is ridden by 

another, and it becomes not the action but the ground for another action: a double-

edged surfing action that both engages directly with that aqueous physical ground and 

enacts a subtle play of hierarchy on another, human plane. But none of the earlier 

nausea, no sinister or despotic or fascistic associations accompany this diagram of 

forces; these surfers are self-organising. The surfers engage directly with their ocean-

ground, with only surfboards (not living beings) for mediators. Their skills and rules, 

codes and strategies, guide cooperation amongst themselves, not conquest of other 

living beings; they share a level playing field upon which only their own lives are at 

stake. So it’s a more harmless dynamic. For the waves, which would surge regardless, 

any parasitism on their flows is trivial and the surface territorialisation is meaningless. 

All the gain is in the moment, no one is exploited by the surfers’ actions, and no later 

profit is inferred. In fact the surfers’ joy is one of surrendering to larger forces, not 

controlling them. Thus, writ large upon this screen, the surfing becomes a 

performance of human play with life and the elements at its most innocent. 

                                                

5 Monteith’s intervention of the red rash shirts, as an expressive mark, does the most to draw out this 
territorializing dimension of the surfing, as Deleuze and Guattari explain: ‘The territory is not primary in 
relation to the qualitative mark; it is the mark that makes the territory’ (A Thousand Plateaus 315). That 
said, despite some enticing terminological overlaps, the primary aim of this chapter is not a Deleuzo-
Guattarian reading of territory in Monteith’s practice, so their concepts will not be assiduously pursued 
here. 
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But it is also a performance of the life-and-death struggle at the heart of all our play. I 

feel such thrill in that uncertainly unfolding ride, that ride in which these little 

creatures, little ants, little surfing beings, are so perilously balanced, so vulnerable, so 

susceptible to collapse. Like the sheep, they can be snuffed out. They can vanish 

beneath the green glass – and again and again they do. The invincible power here is 

the ocean’s uncoded, volatile power; and the humans choose to engage with it. They are 

little red fireflies playing voluntarily with their finitude, their frailty, their folly, testing 

the crest, the fine fine crest, between standing and falling.  

The game and its rules or codes here (indeed, in both of these flat, diagrammatic 

works) seem to symbolise the potential codings and techniques and systems mediating 

human existence, and the valour or art or treachery with which we take them up. In the 

wake of the deafening waves, it equally seems to express the futility of all such codes. 

And I come back once more to the constancy, the reliability, the roving certainty of 

that sea and its tireless watery onslaught. 

Land rovers 

the vanishing point in painting takes the whole scene in. But … it can also leak 
something back out. Landscape painting … gave the purely geometric ordering of 
perspective space an inhabited quality. The semblance came to be virtual home to 
a people. An inhabited quality is just what a realm wants, if it is going to try to 
unite its people... (Massumi, ‘Thinking-Feeling’ 11) 

There will be peace, but a different kind of peace. It will be a fighting peace with 
no surrender of our land or loss of independence. (Te Whiti/Tohu6 qtd. in Frood 
31) 

Te Whiti’s masterly inactivity… (Auckland Herald qtd. in Frood 20) 

This work is altogether different from the last pair, which shared a diagrammatic 

flatness schematising coded organisational and territorialising dynamics; and which 

used sound to highlight specific powers or agencies at work within the diagram. This 

land rover work is silent. And compositionally, it has more in common with the works 

                                                

6 Te Whiti-o-Rongomai and Tohu K!kahi were prophets who established and led a large and thriving 
M!ori pacifist community at Parihaka in 1866 – a time of intense land wars between M!ori and P!keh!. 
Seeking control of the land, the government subjected the community to brutal overthrow in 1881. 
Despite repeated arrests of its two prophets the community rebuilt itself and continued as a centre of non-
violent resistance until both leaders’ deaths in 1907. (Binney n. pag.) 
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discussed in my earlier Monteith chapter.7 Like those works it is also more explicitly 

political. Nevertheless for now I wish to consider this work, too, in terms of dynamic 

form and the forces at play within it. 

If the surfers work was simpler than the sheep work, having fewer forces feeding into 

its composition, the land rover work seems simpler again. Not only because there is no 

sound adding a non-visual force into the mix, but because even in the visuals it is hard 

to identify either opposing forces or even a unified group (other than the pair formed 

by the doubled image), let alone a system. Earlier, the dogs and farmer ‘opposed’ the 

sheep and territorialised the land; and the surfers ‘opposed’ each other and the waves 

and territorialised the sea. But neither the environment nor anything else here seems 

to influence or be influenced by the roving vehicles, for neither appears as a 

particularly momentous force at all.  

Why? Because, unlike the sheep and the surfers, the cars do not roam around the 

frame. They literally do not approach the edges. They may be driving, travelling along 

a road, but in two-dimensional diagrammatic terms they are not propelled anywhere by 

either an internal or external force. They sit neatly in the centre of each frame, 

evincing only a slight vibrational side-to-side shudder, while it is the road that rushes 

away behind and in front of them (an effect achieved by filming from another moving 

vehicle which maintains a steady distance from the one being filmed). And the land’s 

roving creates barely any dynamism either, for we are given a classic front-on 

perspectival view. The shape of the road, the position of horizon, and so forth, for the 

most part do not shift – they merely flutter a little more than a painting or a 

photograph would. The only things really traversing the picture space are the 

occasional houses and power poles hurtling by. 

                                                

7 That is, it follows the two-channel, doubled format of the motorcycle and Auckland Harbour Bridge 
works discussed in Chapter 4. But in the latter works the two projections were shot simultaneously, and 
showed different views (looking out from the front and back of a vehicle) of the same moment in time; 
whereas in the land rovers work the two views are from the front and back (facing each other) of two 
different vehicles following each other, meaning that a single vehicle appears in each projection. Although 
technically the views here are of different vehicles at the same moment in time, it is easy to assume that 
the two images show the same vehicle at different moments in time. Moreover, the fact that we have two 
distinct images here, whereas in the sheep and surfers works the multiple projections produced one 
composite image overall, will become significant as we move from here into the last two (planes and 
helicopters) works, which pick up and continue this literal splintering of points of view. 



SONG OF SEEING HANDS 

 CONSTRAINED WORLDS 140 

So we face a strange phenomenon. We know full well it is the cars that are roving, but 

they appear safely anchored to their spots. We see the land roving, but due to the 

composition it still feels rather static (which we know, in fact, it is). So both cars and 

ground are both moving and not moving. Sitting solidly amidst the movement of road 

and landscape the cars display a newfound equanimity: they feel reliable, friendly, 

calm, unruffled, enduring. Meanwhile, flickering constantly, but never changing its 

outline, the landscape displays a newfound fluidity. And thus the two approach each 

other, beginning to attain a resonance with one another’s tendencies. These cars don’t 

tease, test or fight with the limits of their milieu at all; they are grounded, stable, 

earthed. If the other works felt meditative with their spacious, big-picture vantage 

points, this one feels the most peacefully, spiritually resonant of all. And here the 

unseen – not announced by any sound or fury – becomes one with the seen. 

The classic perspectival composition not only stills the earth’s movement; it also 

creates an illusion of depth. The scene (especially the road) is progressively 

foreshortened, with the road seemingly opening at the front to include the viewer in its 

three-dimensions, relating a human place in the landscape. Moreover the camera is 

much much closer to its subject than in the previous two works. Hence this work 

triggers feelings of connection, or at least connectibility, and feels human in scale, 

human in point of view, human in orientation, human in relation to the land. It’s as 

though Monteith has knowingly exploited the fact that:  

In perspective representation, things are shown as they appear to the sight from 
one viewpoint selected by the artist and at one instant in time. … When using 
perspective, the artist becomes the centre of his world, choosing his viewpoint 
and hence in a sense creating his own world. (Neich, Painted Histories 135) 

This explicit acknowledgement of the viewer is at the same time a violent 
imposition upon the world represented in the picture. The perspective distortions 
are not caused by forces inherent in the represented world itself. They are the 
visual expression of the fact that this world is being sighted. (Arnheim, Art and 
Visual Perception 293-4)  

But Monteith subverts this well-established fact to her own ends: for starters, there 

must be two humans sighting this world – and hence two centres – since there are two 

projections looking in two directions at once.  

Also consider how (as analysed by Massumi and discussed by me in Chapter 5, and 

reiterated in the quote opening this section) the vanishing point in perspectival 
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landscape painting causes the frame to virtually expand outwards until the entire 

universe is included in its (and the implied realm’s) sweep. But in this work the car 

replaces the vanishing point; we are given something visible at precisely that point 

where things might disappear into infinity.8 Instead of an unseen, transcendent 

authority invisibly controlling its subjects, we get a seen, autonomous power source, 

visibly controlling itself. And even stamping a certain finitude (or at least, a notable 

lack of expansionism) upon its realm. The two horizons, marked on one side by Mt. 

Taranaki and on the other by the (invisible but named in the title) Tasman Sea, give 

clear defining limits to the realm of these cars, our hosts. The absence of a soundtrack 

in this work adds to this feeling that all sources of power, all forces here are visible, 

equal, in balance, unified (or, again, that the unseen becomes one with the seen). Since 

the artists (remembering Monteith made this work with her sometime collaborative 

collective, Local Time) occupy those vehicles, and the work is billed as a performance9  

(rather than video art), the artists clearly are forces inherent in that world too. And so 

are we viewers, for by implication we stand on the same spot, from which the footage 

was shot. Put another way, the sense of dynamic equilibrium here is felt not just within 

the work but between the work, its maker and its viewers. 

The flags punctuate the inclusive autonomy of the land rovers and their world both 

dynamically and symbolically. They flap gaily, perky punctums in the centre of each 

image, moving with more urgency than anything else we see, sucking attention to the 

(mountain)top of each frame, lending focus to the scene. And they bring a sharp, tangy 

affect via their content, too, for this is the tino rangatiratanga flag, the flag of M!ori self-

sovereignty. For those unfamiliar with M!ori iwi (tribal) geography and sovereignty 

claims, the following clearly illuminates some of the connections between Mt. 

Taranaki, the Tasman Sea and the local iwi, also called Taranaki: 

In Taranaki, I found an isolated account in manuscript form of the story of Rangi 
and Papa, which names Tangaroa10, presiding deity of seas and fish, as the son 

                                                

8 Which is no novelty really, except that historically it was a sovereign person or deity who was given this 
position – see for instance da Vinci’s The Last Supper, with Jesus at the central vanishing point – rather 
than a faceless, doubled, democratising vehicle which any member of this world could ride. 

9 Indeed, every work I’m discussing here is as much collaborative performance art as video art, and 
features expert performances from farmers, surfers, drivers and pilots – a fact Monteith explicitly 
acknowledges. 

10 Whereas amongst my own Ng!ti Raukawa people it was T!ne-Mahuta, god of the forest, who separated 
the primal parents Rangi and Papa. 
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who separated the primal parents. The significance of this version is that it is 
entirely consistent with the local landscape for, if one stands to the west of Mount 
Taranaki and faces seaward, it becomes evident that the sea, Tangaroa, effects the 
separation of his parents by pushing the sky out to the horizon. This emphasis on 
the sea is a prevailing theme in Taranaki waiata tangi [songs of lament] since that 
region, surrounding the soaring volcanic cone from which both region and tribes 
take their name, is bounded on three sides by the sea. 

Standing with one’s back to the mountain one also faces toward Hawaiki, the 
mythical homeland of the M!ori people, to which the spirits of the dead returned 
on the outgoing tide. Such a tide off the Taranaki coast is referred to in waiata 
tangi as “he tai mihinga tangata” (a people-greeting tide), while a tide devoid of 
spiritual freight is “he tai tangata kore” (a tide without people). A third aspect of 
gazing out to sea from the slopes of the mountain is that one looks out over the 
most fertile acres of this region, where a concentration of sacred sites (carved 
rocks, former p! sites, named cultivations), as well as access to the rich food 
resources of the coast, is locked up in land confiscated by the Crown in the 1860s 
and largely given over to P!keh! settlement.  

As a result of the separation of Rangi and Papa a number of oppositions came 
into play. These legitimated the use by humans of their environmental kin as food 
and explained the conflicting forces of nature: the tempestuous battering of trees 
by the wind, the assertive nature of humans in their fight against the elements, 
and the ceaseless interplay of sea and land along the coastlines. This latter aspect 
is particularly noticeable along the southern Taranaki coast, where crumbling 
cliffs testify to Tangaroa’s pre-eminence. (Smith, ‘The Role of “Place”’ 227-8)  

Within this ‘diagram’ of a singular, resonant, feedbacky, self-sustaining force shared by 

figures and ground, the vertical flag becomes the visual stake pinning waka (car) (and 

by association, people) to whenua (land), not territorially (as a conquering force) so 

much as umbilically (as a connected force of belonging), anchoring us downward into 

the earth’s core, and upwards to Taranaki’s summit and the sky beyond. (Diagram 

being in inverted commas because, when there is not so much a traction or relation 

between parts as a pure relationality, a pure unified force, I’m unsure whether you can 

still have a diagram.) It is canny of Monteith to revert to a classic perspectival landscape 

composition in this work explicitly concerned with sovereignty. Of course (as for 

Reihana), it’s no despotism this time but a counter-sovereignty, a minor sovereignty 

that’s at stake; a self-sovereignty. The car/waka/people are sovereigns on their own 

land, which is not at all universaling but has clear limits – the mountain ahead and the 

sea behind – and is not exclusive either – for the viewer is hospitably invited in, indeed 

implicated very much inside the landscape. No audience, no antagonists, no ruler, no 

subjects. The flags are political, the vehicles could be military, but they exude no 
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threat, no menace. No ‘versus’ between sound and visuals. No opposition. Just sui 

generis sovereignty.11 

So we have a cruisy, on-the-road feeling that is not at all at odds with a cosy, at-home 

feeling. The earth supports the cars. The flags touch the sky. The sun rises and sets. 

The mountain watches over it all. The sea is somewhere out there, continuing its 

roaring and lapping. It’s all very familiar, like the childhood journey to a grandparent’s 

house. The rovers’ red is cheerful. Even their registration plates are personalised, no 

matter that I can’t make out the words: the singularity, the at-home-ness of these 

rovers’ characters is clear. At home on the road, at home in transit, settled nomads. 

And the force in this picture rises simply from the land, passes through the vehicle, 

and shoots out the tip of that flag: excess energy flying out and giving itself back to the 

environment. Unassailable solidarity of land and people: Taranaki.  

Planes 

One of the elders who had of course heard of the atom bomb asked me to explain 
the difference between an atom bomb and an explosive bomb.  I took the word 
hihiri which in M!oridom means ‘pure energy’.  Here I recalled Einstein’s concept 
of the real world behind the natural world as being comprised of ‘rhythmical 
patterns of pure energy’ and said to him that this was essentially the same 
concept.  He then exclaimed “Do you mean to tell me that the P!keha scientists 
(tohunga P!keha) have managed to rend the fabric (kahu) of the universe?”  I said, 
“Yes” … (Marsden 57) 

With the planes we find ourselves somewhere different again, a place marked by 

neither the two-dimensional flatness of the first pair of works, nor the increased 

(Albertian) perspective of the land rovers work, though both those qualities can be 

found here. If the land rovers drew the viewer into the image, implying a connection, a 

tie, between the pictured vehicle and us viewers, that tie, that leash, is snapped shorter 

now: we are ‘brought to heel’ beside or in fact on the planes, sharing their view, almost 
                                                

11 Tino rangatiratanga, the M!ori concept of self-sovereignty or self-determination, is a highly politicized 
concept in contemporary Aotearoa-New Zealand. It is well-summarised here: ‘Instead of a ‘thing’ with 
definable properties, tino rangatiratanga may be better seen as a process by which this attribute is applied 
after the fact. ... tino rangatiratanga is the supreme power from which all specific powers related to self-
determination are based and derive their legitimacy. ... More specifically, tino rangatiratanga refers to 
those indigenous rights to self-determination that Maori possess by virtue of their status as original 
occupants (‘tangata whenua’), confirmed by Article 2 of the Treaty [of Waitangi – see Chapter 4, n.1-2]. ... 
The single unifying aspiration under tino rangatiratanga is that of autonomy, that is, the right to take 
control of their destiny and resources through control of the decision-making policy process.’ (Maaka and 
Fleras 101-2) 
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becoming them. For a little deduction tells us that the yellow obelisks dominating each 

screen are in fact the jet planes’ tails, to which cameras are affixed. And if the land 

rovers sit quakily in the centre of the frame, the visible plane parts in these works are 

rock solid, as unmoving as the frame itself. Meanwhile, it is the ground, the 

environment, the world in the image that comes utterly to life, moving not subtly but 

freely and wildly.  

So we have once again a set of forces creating a dynamic form. But everything is more 

complicated now. To ‘see’ the full power dynamic, how should we look at this work?  

We could step back and view the installation as a whole, enjoying the abstract diagram, 

the animated pattern composed of the five projections. On this view, the yellow tails 

together make a longer shape, their long horizontal bases joining into a yellow line that 

runs the bottom length of the five projections. And this line is divided up by the five 

evenly spaced verticals of the fins, forming a pattern like the markings along the edge 

of a ruler. Behind this formal geometry the five landscapes carry out their dance, 

disjointedly joined at their side seams, echoing each other with similar but not 

identical movements. In their pretty animation the irregular environmental features 

(greenery, smoke, clouds…) become mere decoration, entirely subsumed and 

dominated by the regularity and structure of the foreground fixture. In fact scarcely 

any dynamic can be felt between foreground and background – for the tail-obelisks 

appear only as a framing pattern and seem impervious to their backdrop. And that 

backdrop’s movement seems all of a piece, since though it whirls it whirls together, 

without the distraction/complication of differently moving parts. Only the few looping 

planes following in the distance give a miniature sense of differently oriented forces, 

but against the large-scale animated pattern of the five projections they appear as 

inconsequential as flies.  

Alternatively, we can step up to a single projection and see what it offers. The balance 

starts to shift. We perch on the edge of an absolutely fixed vantage point, the tail 

(which, being an immobile perch, disappears as the frame does), and gaze upon a 

moving world. On this view we see less of the previous diagram, for we’ve more or less 

swallowed and become the static, tail half of the equation, almost seeing only the whole 

world’s organic movement. But at the same time we feel a little more closely the 

relation between our static tail perch and that moving world. In the place of seeing a 

god’s-eye-diagram-view outside of ourselves, we begin to feel a dynamic – and feel it 
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internally, bodily, temporally, as our own point of view (or point of identification) pulls 

in closer to this world.  

And from here it takes just a little flight-simulator nudge of the imagination to revert to 

the normative view: in which the world is quite still after all, and we (occupying the 

camera-eye/tail-position of the plane) are hurtling through space. Yes, with a squint 

and a shake of the head, it can just as well seem that we are the ones moving, virtually, 

despite the visual inversion of that state of affairs. This view puts us into an altogether 

more adrenalous space, somewhere vertiginous, thrilling, scary, impossible, death-

defying, most probably terminal – for though we occupy the plane’s-eye-view, we are 

mere flesh-and-bone viewers, and we are not made for flying through clouds so 

nakedly. (Even though, of course, as earthlings we do hurtle through space – so in a 

sense this is the truest view of all.) 

So in this work the struggle between forces gradually enters me, the viewer. It is not so 

much visibly and spatially distributed as it is affective and temporal. Subjective and 

objective realities blur, and I must switch imperceptibly between stasis and dynamism, 

because it is unclear whether I am inside or outside of the picture. It is unclear 

whether the tail-monument is in the visible moving world or outside of it. In the world 

of the art, or merely part of its frame. We cannot know to whom or what this 

movement belongs, nor indeed whether there is movement at all. There is not, finally, 

a still thing and a moving thing; there is only relational movement. A groundless 

dynamic whose poles and rhythms transform as we viewers assume different empathies 

and different internal orientations. A very sticky interface indeed.  

This work radically problematizes our identities as viewers, since we cannot occupy a 

single viewing position (nor two positions nor even five positions). Rather, we’re placed 

on a continuum; at one end we can play transcendent god looking down on an 

objectified, diagrammatic world (as per the sheep and surfers); at the other end we’re 

thoroughly implicated in a partially seen world, which now constrains us. (To borrow a 

metaphor from philosophers of science Bruno Latour and Michel Serres (60-1), this 

cosmological shift can be understood as the difference between a handkerchief of 

fabric laid flat such that distant warp-weft or ‘space-time’ coordinates can never meet, 

and the same hanky picked up and repeatedly crumpled so that coordinates in distant 

corners become proximate, touch and constantly rearrange their relations.) 
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Meanwhile, the opposing forces competing for our attention seem in this image to be 

given particularly starkly defined identities: nature and (human) technology. We can 

see the continuation of previous themes here if we grasp the sheep-mustering code and 

the surfboards and surfers’ code as technologies also mediating nature for human 

ends. But what is the power balance expressed by this work? Is there a tyrannical, 

despotic dimension, as in the sheep work. Or is there – as in the surfers’ work – a risky 

but respectful attitude towards the earth as a high-octane playground? A joy in daring 

to ride the earth’s currents, pitting our feeble yet grandiose techniques and forces 

against hers and hoping for a moment’s resonance, a moment’s union? Certainly when 

those golden planes start swooping their heart-stopping synchronised pirouettes, 

streaming smoke against a saturated blue-green backdrop, the image is stunningly 

beautiful and seductive. Gleeful, bright, summery, like a digitally enhanced Pixar 

animation: so yellow, so blue, so crisp. And so dramatic: the aural build-up to the loop-

the-loop: the impeccable timing when they hover, pause; the suddenness when they 

drop and duck and dive. A mesmerising ballet, enhanced even by the adrenaline-

triggering din of engines. Yes there is joy here. As with many of Monteith’s works, she 

seems to want to share with us the thrill of the ride – by conveying it directly, exciting 

us until we can’t help but enter that different, faster flow. For a moment we feel again 

the childlike innocence in the surfers’ life-death games. And even the strangeness of 

the hard, manmade tailfins against the patchwork, rivered landscape – so agrarian, so 

pastoral – is momentarily overcome, diminished, the two extremes tied together by the 

glinting sunlight that shines equally on everything. If we see it like this, if we are thus 

romanced by the nature in the work, it’s because we’ve permitted ourselves to enter 

the dynamic, relational, partially-seen space and be swept away.  

But then there is that tyrannical noise, thundering alongside our looking. It resonates 

gravely with the technological component of the scene, the massive monoliths of those 

tails, lending its weight to the force of humanity’s nature-opposing ways, which now in 

an instant seem overwhelming enough to feel dangerous. If the abstract tails have a 

formalist beauty, if the swirling nature is transcendent, sublime, and if our virtual 

flying is intoxicating, this noise (along with the inescapable, dominating metal fixtures) 

is the cost. The reality. It buzzes in our heads with the violent insistence of an alarm, 

both drowning us out and waking us up, announcing the risks of this Icarus-like 
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behaviour, putting us on our guard.12 As we listen to that roar we see the implacable 

metal and even notice how the human touch has laid out its rational grids and 

diagrams over the swirling green fields. But a romantic idealisation of nature or a 

fatalistic submission to technology (both deeply humanistic attitudes after all) are not 

the only poles of this work. 

We need only step back a way to shift the scale again, to shift our attitude towards the 

earth from playground (be it benign or perilous) to plaything: a giant kaleidoscope, 

made for us to turn and marvel at its colours and patterns – but for which we are not 

responsible; to which we are not actually connected; of which we are not a part. This is 

the god’s-eye, diagram view, seen when we take in all the channels at once. Now the 

earth is simulated, a dead, dispensable spectacle. And now the work departs radically 

from the surfers. Watching them, the ocean felt alive and dangerous. Despite that 

work’s flat, diagrammatic qualities, the ocean ground was also expansive and 

immersive. Here, though the earth and sky seem to tumble a thousand times more 

dynamically than did the sea, they remain subordinate to the planes and their 

unbudgeable tails. Yes, the unnatural, abstract geometry of those tails interposes itself 

and distances us from the visible world of the work, turning the earth into an 

ornamental commodity we view with all the hubris of one who can turn the world 

upside down for the sake of a moment’s amusement.  

But nothing here lasts. To experience such distancing power at all is to experience it as 

a conceit. The playground is too sublime, the power of the technology too great, the 

smoke and sun too blurry, the noise too deafening for us not to be pulled back in and 

reminded once more of the cost of such human technological achievements, such 

physical sporting endeavours, such military imperialism, such territorialising of land… 

So many different orientations and sensations and leanings and thrills and pricks of 

conscience come together here. We get to play God, but only if we’ll play Icarus and 

parasites and flies too.  

                                                

12 This is not the accommodating, expansive silence of the land rovers work, nor the immanently seductive 
soundtrack of Digital Marae in which sound was an accomplice to vision and an adjunct to understanding. 
This is the other end of the sound continuum: noise as repellent, the ‘constant signal’ as the death of 
communication. (For an in-depth discussion of this continuum, see Michel Serres’ The Parasite (1980); 
regarding alarms in particular see The Parasite p.52.) 
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And thus in a strange way the work could be said to come closer to the non-

perspectival (some would say, pre-perspectival), ‘aspective’ mode of representation – 

the mode applied by art historians, including Roger Neich, to M!ori whakairo or 

carving. Aspective representation 

aims to depict things objectively and ideally as they ‘really’ are, at all times, with 
all their essential features showing, according to the mental image of things as the 
artist knows them to be … Thus the artist tries to show the object as it is at all 
times, regardless of any change in the position of the viewer. In this way, the 
object is at the centre of its world, fixing its own viewpoint and dictating its 
features to the artist. (Neich, Painted Histories 134 referencing Schäfer 80-93)  

Only Monteith, to truly show her object (the aeroplanes), must equally show the 

ground (or perhaps the ground is the object and planes are the ground…), which is no 

longer so separate from the object; and thus she must show the object’s very 

objectness being challenged… It’s a constant see-saw between power and 

powerlessness – and unlike the preceding works, the balance of power isn’t fixed but 

slides around. We can sample all the positions, and all their varying powers. It’s up to 

us and how we look. Maybe, we have choice.  

Helicopters 

…unlike conventional airplanes, which require long horizontal surfaces for take-
off and landing, helicopters can take off from and land on short little “pads”, and 
can … change directions quickly, and circle around or hover directly above a 
target. And so they make excellent vehicles for aerial surveillance. (The 
Surveillance Camera Players n. pag.) 

Aspective representation of ancestors in M!ori carving continually recreated the 
timeless, ever-present world of the ancestors … The M!ori carver sets out not so 
much to deny time as rather to create time as a continuous duration. He never 
tried to render a momentary impression … Since this artistic time intrinsic to the 
texture of the art object is purposely ‘timeless’, there was no conflict in traditional 
M!ori carving between ‘the time of contemplation and the intrinsic time of the 
work’. (Neich, Carved Histories 137 qtg. Souriau 130) 

No gaze is stable, or rather, in the neutral furrow of the gaze piercing at a right 
angle through the canvas, subject and object, the spectator and the model, reverse 
their roles to infinity. (Foucault 5)   

The helicopter work feels different: it’s all about slownesses. And not just domination 

but invasion. It’s secretive; sinister. The earth moves in this work, as it did for the 

planes, but more subtly, less defiantly. In this regard it is closer to the land rovers, but 
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its rocking motion is decidedly unsettling. An uneasy, insidious takeover, but of what, 

by what? An unstoppable, unfightable power emanates from these machines, akin to 

the farmer’s power in the sheep work. A power of surveillance, deriving from the 

choppers’ daunting weightiness and their proximity to the landscape and their 

slowness (and from their historical function of course).13 And perhaps even a mustering 

power. But it’s also a psychological power deriving from that unmistakeable chopper 

sound, so loaded with the suggestion of criminal or medical emergencies. If you can 

hear helicopters you know you’re near the lion’s den, or at least, someone’s lion’s den.  

Like the planes, the helicopters are both inside and outside of the scene, both objects 

and mechanisms of looking, both perceived and perceiving. The ordinary blinkers of 

single point perspective cannot be sustained, and in my slip-sliding around I 

sometimes see as myself, the viewer in the gallery making sense of the screen; and 

sometimes as a helicopter body, as the world floats past; or as the pilot might, 

navigating and scrutinising the landscape; or as a rigid non-human metal-eye-fixture, 

before which a coldly beautiful landscape eternally unfolds… Indeed the absolute fixity 

of that fixture scares me – is my seeing, too, so rigidly fixed to something? And I see at 

last quite clearly how holding to a point is indeed the condition of ordinary perception.  

If we’ve seen this shifting strategy of Monteith’s already with the stunt planes, now the 

perceptual awareness – and perceptual suspension – it produces is amplified all the 

more in the helicopter work. Because now, the content redoubles the effects of the 

composition.  Helicopters are for looking. So the perceptual element of Monteith’s 

cluster of themes comes to the fore. (It was there already in the surfers work – for as a 

sport the surfing tableau is very much subject to viewing – and even in the sheep work 

                                                

13 Gary Genosko writes, of another group engaged in ‘the use of apparatuses of surveillance for 
performance pieces’ – New York’s Surveillance Camera Players (SCP) – that ‘this kind of ‘programming’ is 
a variation on culture jamming, which envisages … the corruption … of existing mainstream media and 
the provision of new critical content with its feet firmly placed in the radical and politically advanced 
aesthetic tradition of the Situationist International … The emphasis is on the action … directed back at 
the surveyors by the surveyed’ (‘The Art of Surveillance’ 13; regarding the Situationist International, see 
my Chapter 7 p.206). Monteith’s performative practice has a similarly subversive edge: her ambivalent 
hitchhiking gains her access to the insides of the cultures she films and opens them up for scrutiny (a deft 
turning of the books in the case of the choppers), while never declaring her own stance on them. 
Interestingly enough, the SCP objected to Genosko’s article on them because he himself had adopted an 
academic stance of the ‘total spectator’ and neglected to contact them for inside information (Surveillance 
Camera Players, ‘Gary Genosko, or, The Professor Gets an “F”’ n. pag.). 
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for those familiar with the arguably iconic New Zealand television show A Dog’s Show.14 

In fact, if we plunder our pool of screen experiences from television to cinema to 

gaming (those flight simulators), the land rovers work remains the only odd one out, an 

image without an easy mass-media likeness.) These helicopters – like all helicopters – 

are searching, flying slowly and looking.  

A search for a missing person, we guess. But we are also missing a narrative. The 

search loops endlessly and nothing is found, we grow no wiser about the object or 

person that is missing. (Perhaps the missing object is the helicopter itself? Or perhaps 

it is the humans implied behind the machines and crackling walkie-talkie code? Or 

perhaps it’s our ‘own’ point of view...) No narrative ties the helicopters into the scene, 

even though the scene is ripe, James Bond-style, for a helicopter. Instead that moment, 

the moment of surveillance, is now abstracted from every shot of choppers we’ve ever 

seen and extended into its own duration. The helicopters hover and roam, looking 

while we look at their looking. We share their looking at the same time as we see them 

looking. And thus the work offers a vision-becoming-object-of-vision. A view of vision 

itself, expanding outwards, detached from any specific perch, yet still by its nature 

‘perched’. (And here, even more than with the planes, I find overlaps again with that 

aspective, M!ori carver’s mode of representation referenced in the quotations opening 

this section. In traditional whakairo (carving) the object is depicted ‘as it is at all times’ 

and requires the viewer to thus view it from ‘all times’ too – rather than from the 

viewer-subject’s ‘own’ time. The viewer is compelled by the work to enlarge herself, to 

accommodate vaster, multiple points of view. The viewer is compelled to discover a 

zone – perhaps Bergson’s zone of indetermination – in which specific points of view 

become indiscernible from one another. When they do, that ‘timeless’ quality kicks in. 

We viewers become migrants, nomads, de-centred subjects, dwelling in every place 

and time this work can be seen… Which is really just to say that as viewers we 

disappear. An ‘impossible’ position.) In this, the most recent work in Monteith’s 

                                                

14 Su Ballard, Stella Brennan and Zita Joyce (in their curatorial essay for the exhibition Cloudland, which 
included Monteith’s sheep work) also reference the show as the apotheosis of New Zealand’s sheep 
mustering iconography: ‘Once screened on primetime, competition mustering is a performative reworking 
of the global flows of trade in which New Zealand’s links to empire, once forged by meat, wool and milk 
were extended into domestic entertainment and touristic imaginaries’ (n . pag.); ‘sheepdog trialling … 
becomes in Monteith’s video installation a pattern of animal and human bodies’ (n . pag.).  

Further information about New Zealand sheepdog trials can be found in Clive Dalton’s ‘Farm Dogs’ entry 
in Te Ara – The Enclyopedia of New Zealand. 
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Accelerated Geographies exhibition, things are not sped up so much as stilled – stilled to 

a kind of lightspeed. 

In this moment, this duration of pure surveillance perception is lifted off and away 

from us as viewers, for this is not ‘our’ viewing and the scene does not centre itself 

around us. If anything, the helicopter-skid is the fixed point, the centre around which 

the land moves. Yet we ‘know’ that the helicopters move, and that the land sits still and 

we can’t erase that knowledge, even if it no longer aligns with our vision. So soon even 

those fixtures become decoys. 

As with the planes, the whole image swings around the question: who or what is doing 

the looking? Whose or what’s vision are we viewing? And as with the planes we feel a 

push-pull, a sliding point of view: what is the centre of these images? There’s only 

movement here, a movement between the helicopter and the landscape, between 

human view and machine view, between helicopter-that-moves and landscape-that-

moves… showing how everything moves. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari 

spell out the slippery link between movement and perception thus: 

Movement has an essential relation to the imperceptible; it is by nature 
imperceptible. Perception can grasp movement only as the displacement of a 
moving body or the development of a form. Movements, becomings, in other 
words, pure relations of speed and slowness, pure affects, are below and above 
the threshold of perception… movement in itself continues to occur elsewhere... 
(280) 

Ultimately, as with the planes, what we get here is the impossibility of a total/ising 

vision. We get imperceptibility accompanying perception. The unseen accompanying 

the seen. A capacity for sliding around virtually from one vantage point to another, 

from fixity to fluidity, from visible diagram to internalised affective dynamic, from 

helicopter skid to landscape. The diagram-dynamic is getting wider, more expansive 

now: it incorporates me, the viewer, and even the real site where the work was made – 

the referent (though we haven’t touched upon that yet); and to be seen it summons me 

to go inside myself, to view this cosmic, holistic diagram in my mind’s eye as I feel it in 

my body’s dynamic preaccelerations (the movement continuing elsewhere...). It’s a 

diagram on another plane, a diagram becoming indiscernible from a felt dynamic. For, 

Deleuze and Guattari continue,  

movement also “must” be perceived, it cannot but be perceived, the imperceptible 
is also the percipiendum… It is the plane of organization and development, the 
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plane of transcendence, that renders perceptible without itself being perceived,… 
But on the other plane, the plane of immanence or consistency, the principle of 
composition itself … cannot but be perceived at the same time as that which it 
composes or renders. (281) 

And (as with the planes) there are several channels of this slip-sliding, one for each 

helicopter: three similar scenes with slight variations (position in the landscape, 

number of helicopters in the distance) indicating non-sameness. Three simultaneous 

views of three slippery and indeterminate vantage points, which together evoke larger 

concerns. For as we’ve seen, it’s the human/technological and the 

natural/environmental that push and pull, push and pull, vying for our attention… 

their struggle manifesting now as an objective diagram, now as an internally felt 

dynamic… eternally working on and working out and working through their 

ineluctable connectedness, their game of power, of war or love, opposition or 

resonance and resolution. It’s not humans versus nature, technology versus ecology. 

It’s a human-nature-technology-ecology universe. When we reach this conclusion, 

we’ve slipped onto the plane of immanence or consistency where the dualisms of 

subject-object and all are overcome. Where, as Deleuze and Guattari also conclude, 

[p]erception will no longer reside in the relation between a subject and an object, 
but rather in the movement serving as the limit of that relation… Perception will 
confront its own limit; it will be in the midst of things, throughout its own 
proximity, as the passage from one [haecceity] to another: Look only at the 
movements. (282) 

Monteith’s reminders of how many views (encompassing both visible, audible and 

imperceptible ‘views’) and how many things happen simultaneously are awesome. This 

helicopter work highlights the point incisively; it feels like it is fundamentally about the 

dangers or limits of constrained (or subject-centred, or transcendent) looking, and the 

multiplicities of perception. It creates a duration of looking, of perception, gradually 

opening out not just to the triple-montaged projections but to the sliding points-of-

view in each image, from there tipping into a resonant, immanent intuitive awareness 

of what Bergson calls universal variation – that which only truly objective, or pure, 

perception can see.  

Cinema... is not analogical to a human eye, for the simple reason that the camera 
is not an immobile centre; or it is so only if it is regarded ‘from the point of view 
of the human eye’ (1986: 81). Deleuze reminds us of the Bergsonian formulation: 
in subjective (subtractive) perception ‘the images vary in relation to a central and 
privileged image’, while an objective perception is one where ‘all the images vary 
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in relation to one another, on all their facets and in all their parts’ (1986: 76). As 
soon as we have the principle of montage we have a camera that is separate from 
the privileged centre, a camera capable of giving us ‘the pure vision of a non-
human eye, of an eye which would be in things’ (1986: 81)… (Bewes 176-7) 
(References are to Cinema 1: The Movement-Image) 

Thus in this work Monteith reveals more fully what the planes had already hinted at. In 

the stillness and slowness of this work we obtain the time to get ourselves out of the 

way, and to start seeing the work from its own time, its own varying point of view, from 

the eye that is ‘in things’. (And again I hear echoes between this Bergsonian-Deleuzian 

formulation of ‘pure perception’ and the ‘aspective’ view of the M!ori carved object – 

sitting at the centre of its own world, at ‘all its times’ – both demanding a viewer able 

to ‘perch’ on things and move with them through space and time.) We might even find 

ourselves wondering what else, in this duration, these helicopters have seen; what else 

might see in this scene; what else might be seen in this scene; what else has this scene 

seen? If we wait and watch and see for long enough, what other unseen views will also 

come sliding into view?  

Passages $  perches: inside!out and ground!up 

‘Inscape’ is the unfolding of the particularities of nature and of the lineage of our 
encounters with it that our sensory perceptions of a landscape trigger. It’s the 
antithesis of what strangers’ eyes perceive … Inscape distinguishes ‘the M!ori 
landscape’ from the Pakeha one. … It makes those in New Zealand who are of 
European descent aware that their colonial project brought an inner landscape, 
so to speak, across the world, and one which differed at every point from what 
they found here. (Park, ‘I Belong with the Wild Side’ 58) 

We have now explored each of the five works in some detail, with an emphasis on what 

they ‘do to’ our perceptual processes. In starting to gather the threads of Monteith’s 

practice, as I see it, together, we might say that each work can be provisionally viewed 

as a diagram or schema consisting of several poles: there are still components and 

moving components, corresponding variably to figures and grounds. The figures are 

either vehicles (planes, helicopters, land rovers) or living beings (surfers, sheep). The 

ground is some kind of outdoor, predominantly natural environment (pasture, sea, sky, 

mountain) in Aotearoa-New Zealand. And in each work these components or poles 

work together to compose singular relational dynamics, revealing not only the power 

formations binding these sensible parts of the diagram into culturally coded systems of 
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movement and territorialisation, but also macroscopic power formations between our 

point of view/position/location and what we see.  

The works’ explorations of figure and ground are explorations not only of point of 

view, but of the different modes and styles by which forces relate to (use, abuse, 

enable, augment or adjoin, silence or resonate with) one another. To look is political 

after all. It could be said that, from the enforced sheep migrations onward, all of these 

works explore processes of territorialisation and colonisation of a landscape, some 

quite innocent, some less so – since riding a wave is nothing like riding a sheep. They 

make us ask, Who’s looking and who or what is being seen? What’s driving the 

movement in this scene? Where does the power lie in this dynamic? And they make us 

see that we viewers are not exempt from wielding power – we are part of the dynamic 

too. 

We can say more about the figures than that they’re either vehicles or living creatures. 

For the figures all seem to have a human dimension; even the sheep visibilise human 

drives. But more precisely, they all have a technological dimension, in that every figure 

manifests some kind of mediation between humans and a natural environment. The 

farmer’s encoded whistle is a human technology enabling displacement of sheep over 

the earth. The surfboards (and the tacit surfers’ code) are the technologies mediating 

the surfers’ navigation of the waves. And the technological mediation exercised by the 

land rovers, planes and helicopters between humans and the ground they wish to cover 

needs no explanation. In every case, something is driven by humans over nature. But 

significantly, in every case bar the surfers no humans can be seen (and even the surfers 

are to some extent dehumanised by their uniform red rash shirts). It’s as though the 

humanity – or at least, the ‘humanism’ – has been stripped out of these exercises. In 

every case we witness not humans but a style of human relation to land, an attitude 

made manifest in the application of a particular technology. And as we view these 

attitudes, these technologies and practices in abstract, diagrammatic, almost machinic 

form, we glimpse something non-human at their heart. We slip (as we have seen) away 

from our usual atomistic subject-object based categories and glimpse relation-based 
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territorial processes not unlike those practised by non-human species (Deleuze and 

Guattari’s famous example of the stagemaker bird springs to mind15). 

That said, only the first two works give us a straightforwardly objectified and flattened 

diagrammatic point of view, an impassive spectator’s position and a passive ground 

(movement belonging with the sheep and surfer figures). The sheep trot obliviously 

over the grass underfoot, more concerned with the force exercised upon them by the 

dogs; and if the surfers acknowledge and relate directly to their rippling ocean-ground, 

joining their force with its own, it is still they that make a visible passage across that 

ground. With the land rovers, however, the relative agencies of figure, ground and 

viewer become ambiguous; and (as we’ve established) with the planes and helicopters it 

becomes harder still to see what’s going on, since we’re denied a diagrammatic, god’s-

eye-view of the dynamic (whereby figures and ground would be given fully to an all-

encompassing vantage point). Rather the ambiguity of our/the vehicles’ positions and 

the improbable motion of the landscape require us to surrender to the perceptually 

sticky web Monteith has spun for us, and make a choice. Either we can resort to the 

interior truths of affect and discover an arrangement of forces in which it is the 

environment that moves of its own accord, seemingly with its own agency; or we can 

resort to reason to deduce how the forces are arranged.  If we’re used to the idea of a 

moving figure on a still ground, with Monteith we just as often get a fixed figure and a 

moving ground, and as we shift towards the latter less information is given to our view, 

objective overview giving way to an uncertain, relative and partial view of things. If we 

can attempt to view all the works according to the diagrammatic detachment of the first 

two, we can just as well revisit the entire group of works with the more partial, 

subjected and implicated eyes given to us by the last pair. And if the abstraction of the 

diagram (first pair) enabled us to bear witness to territorial processes according to a 

humanistic, figure-centric cosmology, the constraint of the more blinkered view (last 

pair) enables us to feel these ground-seeking territorial processes as not-so-human 

conditions of the act of seeing itself.  

Yes, the latter works shift our focus from the locomotive agency of the figures to the 

dynamic power of the ground and its part in the perceptual process. For each ground 

                                                

15 ‘The brown stagemaker (Scenopoeetes dentirostris) lays down landmarks each morning by dropping leaves 
it picks from its tree, and then turning them upside down so the paler underside stands out against the 
dirt...’ (A Thousand Plateaus 315) 
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has its own dynamic, however much it is flattened by the two dimensions of the walls 

upon which Monteith’s videos are projected. Flattened or not, even the pasture has 

overlapping contours and expresses a dynamism of its own, a dynamism redolant with 

time and history. And I begin to think I can feel the land silently groaning and 

protesting, silently awaiting the right moment to throw the sheep, the gallery walls and 

us off. It seems safe to say that there is a link, on the one hand, between dynamic 

figures in the artwork and an objective/transcendent viewer (one for whom perceptions 

have actualised and so, along with them, has subjectivity); and, on the other hand, 

between a dynamic ground in the artwork and a constrained/implicated/immanent 

viewer (a viewer whose self disorients and dissolves the more the virtual perceptions 

and preaccelerations crowd in).  

So both within and across the works we learn that no one view is complete but all are 

partial. Perspectives that at first seemed final, complete, absolute, begin to grow fuzzy 

at the edges as we carry into our viewing an awareness of other possible points of view. 

And we begin even to see from other points of view – for instance, if we return to the 

earlier works after viewing the planes and helicopters we may feel more keenly the 

‘points of view’ of sheep, dogs, pasture, surfers or sea. And we discover that it’s not 

just the fact of observing or looking (of selecting our perceptions from the universal 

variation) that affects what we see; where we stand to observe or look from has its effects 

too. Near or far? Inside or outside? This culture or that? As we sample the different 

viewing positions (different t!rangawaewae – standing places – as we say in M!ori) 

granted us by Monteith, we also experience a slippage between different kinds or 

cosmologies of seeing, with different implications about our own positions as viewers and 

the relationship between us and what we see. 

At one end of the spectrum is the abstracting, diagramming, objectifying kind of 

seeing. We are definitely not a part of the scenario observed but stand outside it and at 

a distance from the moving figures. As external, transcendent viewers we are ‘free to 

choose’ how we relate (and whether or not we identify or empathise) with these 

creatures (sheep/dogs/surfers); while perhaps not fully attending to the wider field of 

forces since in these ‘diagram’ cases movement is given to the figures. Moreover, what 

identification or empathy we do experience will remain fairly detached, in the sense 
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that we feel that none of what we see really affects, or is affected by us viewers.16 (More 

pointedly, we viewers may, just like the whistling farmer, affect what we see, but we 

have no awareness of this fact…) We are fixed at a certain distance from things, and we 

project our seeing upon them without detecting their reciprocation. 

At the other end of the spectrum is the much more dynamically involved, implicated 

and immanent kind of seeing. Perching on the plane tails and helicopter skids we see 

from ‘inside’ the scene, as participants in the scene. Since our view is locked onto the 

vehicle we ‘ride’, any lazy assumptions or blindness to our own vantage point are 

somewhat disrupted. Instead the views we are given are like constraints, straitjackets 

that cannot be escaped – for there is something invasive about those plane and 

chopper fixtures dominating the screens, guiding our views. We feel trapped by these 

blinkered, partial views. And yet we also feel complicit, we are on the move, shifting 

with our perches, and rather than ‘looking at’ the scene and its objects we ‘receive’ 

them, for the latter seem to impinge themselves upon our seeing. So a tension is 

introduced – we have less choice about what to identify with in the scene, yet we 

identify with it more truly, more closely, more affectively. At the same time part of us 

resists, tries to make sense, tries to restore our own sure knowing footing in relation to 

the scene. It’s an uneasy, self-dividing immanence, but rewarding too – for this kind of 

seeing frees us from ‘ourselves’ (as fixed subjects) and gifts us a world that moves. If we 

have less transcendent authority and a seemingly narrower view of the outside world 

here, we are compensated with greater insight into our own ‘inscapes’, into the impact 

of the seer’s position on what gets seen. Anthropologist Michael Taussig describes this 

in his book What Colour is the Sacred? (2009) as 

a world-centered and not a self-centred approach to viewing, such that the self 
becomes part of that which is seen, not a sovereign transcendent. To thus 
consciously see ourselves in the midst of the world is to enter into ourselves as 
image, to exchange standing above the fray, the God position, for some quite 
other position that is not really a position at all but something more like 
swimming, more like nomads adrift in the sea, mother of all metaphor, that sea I 
call the bodily unconscious. (13-4) 

And somewhere between these two poles of seeing from outside the scene and seeing 

from (part-way) inside the scene is the kind of seeing proposed by the land rovers 

                                                

16 This is compassion in Lauren Berlant’s sense: ‘compassion is a term denoting privilege: the sufferer is 
over there’ (4). 
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work. In its straightforward use of conventional perspective devices (horizon, leading 

lines, vanishing point) it carries all the implications of perspective in painting: an 

individual human viewpoint; a seer who in a certain sense ‘owns’ (or at least creates 

and controls) the world that gets seen. But then the doubling and reversal of the image 

undoes these implications. It seems to leave us outside the frame as impartial viewers 

(the god’s eye view pervasive in European perspectival art), yet it also implies a position 

for us as riders on a following vehicle ‘within’ the world of the image (we are not kept 

separate from the changing world). While seeming to revert to traditional 

compositional conventions, this work ‘secretly’ produces a moving viewer who must 

move with the work for the work to exist at all. 

This spectrum of ‘seeing cosmologies’ (binding us in their different ways to the world) 

can be mapped onto the evolution of Western art historical tropes of representation: 

from the ‘god’s eye view’ of pre-Renaissance painting, through the gradual 

developments in Renaissance perspective that brought us the world as seen by (a 

generalised, objectified) individual human vision, on to the more subjective, affective 

nuances of romanticism and the sublime (with their concern for landscape and their 

inclusion of an observer within the frame – preempting quantum physics’ decision that 

the observer must be considered a part of the system being observed), through the 

deconstruction of vision and splintering of viewpoints in impressionism, cubism and 

futurism (fragmenting the individual and bringing time back into the picture), and on 

to the ‘post-human’ eyes (or eyes-in-things) of photography, film, video and 

digitisation. Glimmers of all of these – and their various cosmological implications – 

can be seen in Monteith’s toolkit of video-making strategies. Taken together, the works 

flash us through a perceptual history of art and cosmology in the West – and beyond – 

reminding us just how often a change in our cosmology, in our interpretation of our 

place in the world, has  transformed the scope and timbre of our seeing. It’s a 

disorienting survey that not only crumples but quietly rends the fabric of the universe 

(the warp and weft of space and time, subject and object, seen and unseen) several 

times over, and bears out Neich’s observation that ‘[e]very work of art creates its own 

universe, which is necessarily a whole built upon a time-space network’ (Painted 

Histories, 132). I would add, every artwork also creates its own viewer, viewer and 

universe arise together in a co-becoming (Deleuze), an internal resonance (Simondon), 

a new subject and world housed by the work (Massumi). Moreoever, of course, 
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Monteith’s art’s cosmologies, its time-space networks are not restricted to linear time 

nor to occidental space. For that Bergsonian-Deleuzian ‘eye-in-things’ of the planes 

and helicopters might be reconceptualised as the time-in-objects of whakairo 

(carving),17 and the various perches or viewing positions offered to the viewer might be 

reconceptualised as t!rangawaewae.18  

* 

So we have journeyed, thanks to Monteith, from a transcendent (viewer-centric, 

objective, outside-in) view to an immanent (object- or world-centric, partial, inside-out) 

view; from the ocularcentric viewer to Taussig’s bodily unconscious; from the 

surveying god’s eye that cannot see movement, to the eye in things that sees only 

universal variation. (And we can journey back again too, as we roam the exhibition…) 

But of course we don’t see universal variation. That would be impossible; too much. 

There is no absolute eye, just as there is no absolute ear: 

Deleuze might well have pointed to his work on the importance of a particular 
quality of listening as an alternative solution, relevant to the postcolonial project 
of making subaltern speech audible: ‘There is no absolute ear; the problem is to 
have an impossible one – making audible forces that are not audible in 
themselves’ (Deleuze 2007: 160). (Bignall and Patton 10) (Reference is to Deleuze, 
Two Regimes of Madness) 

Rather, what we see is in keeping with Deleuze and Guattari’s formulation (borrowed 

from D.H. Lawrence): 

people are constantly putting up an umbrella that shelters them and on the 
underside of which they draw a firmament and write their conventions and 
opinions. But poets, artists, make a slit in the umbrella, they tear open the 
firmament itself, to let in a bit of free and windy chaos and to frame in a sudden 
light a vision that appears through the rent … (What is Philosophy? 204) 

That is, Monteith makes a slit, rends the fabric of the universe-umbrella, to let her 

vision through. And her vision, as it appears in the five works I’ve discussed, consists 

in these technological mediators, these vehicles, these cultural operators that traverse a 

ground, seeing as they go. And it consists in these singular traversed landscapes, these 

grounds that belong in fact to Papa-t"-!-nuku, to the earth mother of te ao M"ori, the 

                                                

17 An extension of Lisa Reihana’s becoming-carver through photography and installation. 

18 Thanks must go to Jani Wilson here, for encouraging me in grasping te ao M"ori as a multi-
t!rangawaewae world too, since our whakapapa usually connects us with more than one marae. 
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M!ori universe. And it consists in these traversals, these flows of power, these sinister 

territorialising dynamics that are enacted by the process of seeing. And it consists in 

the sly performance of a complicity of artist and viewer in each culture depicted. All 

these elements get caught up in wildly flickering exchanges that decentre and disorient 

us (viewers), becoming-indiscernible… but they also provide threads through the 

varying universe, anchors grounding us despite the multiple realities, the molecularity, 

the pure vision, pure perception, absolute objectivity that they together invoke. In this 

penultimate section I attempt to reconcile these dual conditions of being both 

groundless and grounded. 

Monteith’s machinic eyes, her encoded or technologised modes of seeing, fly high and 

far and wide, flinging me towards the cosmic celestial perceptual philosophies of 

Bergson and Deleuze et al, towards Rangi-nui the sky father and his associations with 

the pursuit of knowledge, his vast view, his many views. Before such fragmented and 

disseminated seeings, the ground (in the forms of earth, sea and sky) comes to life, 

exceeding its traditional role as ground and laying waste to the figures’ roles as fixed 

objects. The molecular conditions of perception that slide into view, the sense of duree, 

of passage, of perching upon the moving things (or just the movements) in these 

worlds and seeing what they see, render us as un-grounded, de-centred, neither-object-

nor-subject, post-human eyes riding the processual waves of territorialisation and 

deterritorialisation – and leaving our selves far behind. Farming, surfing, driving and 

flying each condition what their practitioners are capable of seeing – and they express 

an attitude towards the earth, a mode of relating that limits the potential dynamics 

unfolding between figures and their grounds. As we scan across these views we start to 

float vertiginously, freed from the prior constraint of our own selves. (I imagine in 

making her works Monteith experiences something similar: the liberation of inhabiting 

another point of view.) Yes, artists, like the users of literary constraints such as Georges 

Perec and the Oulipo writers,19 well know that constraints aren’t only trappings. 

They’re also freedoms of sorts, facilitating creativity just as the concrete givens (clay, 

                                                

19 Paul Harris explains the point well: ‘constraints serve as vehicles of virtualization in the world of writing. 
... Textual constraints undercut the biological, psychological, and cultural constraints that keep a writer 
within habitual parameters. ... the writer’s mind is pushed off its usual tracks, its habitual grooves ... “it is 
not only the virtualities of language that are revealed by constraint, but also the virtualities of him who 
accepts to submit himself to constraint” (Benabou 43).’ (‘Constrained Thinking’ n. pag.) 
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mold, hand) of a Simondonian system do. In such contexts, the constraints become the 

ground that permits us to fly.  

This hitch-hiking is temporary, it cannot last – yet when it’s over we bring something 

back: an understanding about being inside, in the midst of things. If Monteith’s 

machine eyes fling us far and wide they equally throw us back onto our own solid 

ground, showing us that we have threads and anchors in the vastness. The same 

constraints, the singular vantage points of those multiple machine eyes, are the source 

of both our groundlessness and our appreciation for our ground. Once we see this, as 

the work enables us to do, once we see – having wafted briefly in the atmosphere of 

other views – how we are always wearing blinkers, we can both appreciate and manage 

our grounded state. And that’s the thing. Being grounded, blinkered, perched, is 

political and we are complicit; but being aware of our ground is also a condition for 

many of the joys and tasks of existence. In every Monteith work, whether we see it or 

not, there is something about the blinkeredness of the view (or the exclusiveness of the 

code) that is the price paid for being involved, for participating in the immanence of 

the culture, for grasping affectively – and not just conceptually/abstractly – our place in 

things. Monteith, for the period of the collaborative performance between herself and 

her riders, fliers or musterers, fully participates without judgement in the cultures she 

mediates for us. When she hitches a ride she seems to bravely perform an uncertainty 

regarding her own, and everyone’s, complicity and accountability, our infinite 

propensity for parasitism. Each stunt is a gamble on participation, a trust that the 

connective approach will be traceable backwards to its source in an authentic, 

passionate action in the world – and will flow all the way out again to the viewer… A 

trust that the stunt of riding that crest of action in the world can produce a knowing 

that is good. 

Thus, through participating in Monteith’s works, I am brought to a heightened 

awareness of my own culture, my own blinkers, my own constraints, my own ground – 

my t!rangawaewae. A t!rangawaewae is, in te ao M"ori (the M!ori world), a person’s 

‘standing place’, their perch we might say, except that a t!rangawaewae is embedded in 

land and genealogy (whakapapa), so has a permanence and gravity not associated with 

perches. My own t!rangawaewae is Pikitu marae in New Zealand’s South Waikato 

region, because that has been the sacred home of my ancestors and my Ng!ti Raukawa 
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bloodline for centuries, all the way down to me.20 The t!rangawaewae defines my 

horizon, what mountain I stand upon, what river I stand next to, what I see. My 

whakapapa centres and grounds me on a long line of ancestors, thus including in my 

seeing the seeing of a thousand eyes before me. My t!rangawaewae and my whakapapa 

flow through me, the human agent standing here, and back out again, grounding and 

multiplying my seeing of the world, and adding me to that flow. This view from one’s 

t!rangawaewae overlaps with the view from Taussig’s world-centred bodily unconscious 

(above): both require us viewers to see ourselves in the midst of the world. (And from 

the t!rangwaewae and the bodily unconscious we can loop back to hearing, where we 

began – for sound is another of those immersive mediums that conditions and alters all 

our seeing, and was the first to do so in this chapter.) 

And what I see, when I see clearly what is conditioning my own seeing, is that these 

five works are all made in, all show, a region of Aotearoa that matters to me. The land 

that provides their ground, their inescapable, unavoidable, irrepressible context, 

stretches from the Taranaki and Manawatu regions of the lower half of Te Ika o M!ui to 

the Marlborough and North Canterbury regions of the top half of Te Wai Pounamu. I 

also share a history with that land; it provides ground and context for my life just as it 

does for the planes and the surfers and the helicopters and the land rovers at Parihaka. 

That entire stretch of land sketches the Southward migration path of Te Rauparaha 

and Ng!ti Toa, to whom I believed I was related for half my life (and indeed I may be). 

Later the story of my youth was falsified, or rendered uncertain, by a correction stating 

that my ancestors are in fact Ng!ti Raukawa, whose migration was allied to Ng!ti Toa’s 

but ended in the Manawat". 

So this least narrativising, most falsifying fine art practice (see my Chapter 4 on 

Monteith for more on how her works channel the ‘powers of the false’) has 

nevertheless led me back to my stories, my limitations. When I allow myself, as this 

viewer, to be included in what I see, I find myself sliding back from cosmic fluidity 

towards constrained singularity; from groundlessness towards a groundedness of sorts. 

Like the plane tail, the chopper skid, there are things I am tied to whether I like it or 
                                                

20 And this was what the art ‘did’ to me during the writing of this chapter on Alex Monteith and the 
previous one on Lisa Reihana: it awakened a longing deep within me, opened my ears to the call of my 
tupuna (ancestors), and drove me to start finding a way back to Pikitu – until on 6 May 2010 I finally set foot 
on my home marae, met my wonderful wh"nau (family) and tupuna there and began the long process of 
restoring my connection with that whenua (land). 
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not. Things circumscribing my view. My own ‘grounds’, my ancestral grounds, my 

home grounds. And like the tail fin, the skid and their roaring engines, this land has its 

own ways of seeing and telling. In the gradual becoming-indiscernible of all these 

forces I feel myself on the move, becoming-image, becoming what I see; I see myself 

perched upon flying things in the midst of Monteith’s world, I feel myself in the midst 

of my world, complicit and responsible, becoming earth, sea and sky, becoming 

ancestor, becoming ground, becoming seer of unseen things, aural things, spoken-or-

sung-long-ago things; becoming rooted and becoming free… 

Pitter patter $  Papa!t,!-!nuku 21  

PUKEONAKI 

Pitter patter pitter patter. In a hurry, many tiny hoof, putting many tiny footprint here    now 

here    now here. A few quicker, wiry one enter fray too, running to   fro   to   fro, making 

racket. Impairing roaming pitter patter hoof; making pitter patter into quiet, taut form. 

Human tweet tweet, canine trot trot, pitter patter hoof trip trip in turn into new front, new 

front, new front. One pattern uniting to map my outer coat, occupy me from frame to frame, 

many hoof parking, conquering my ripe crop… making territory my many worn furrow. For 

why? Human tweet tweet. Canine torment ewe. Ewe troop into turf tract. For why? For I make 

nutrient offering yet. 

Echo come to me, time when human feet put out, pitter patter, pioneer, take home, make root. 

Ng"ti Maru, Te $ti Awa, Taranaki. Time when my tree were many. Or time after, when Ng"ti 

Toa roam. Time when, near here, I carry many men weight, few men power, one man mighty 

cunning – Te Rauparaha. Time, many time, when human feet mark out own pattern upon me. 

Time when human feet hunt, conquer, take root, make home.  

                                                

21 This text is written from the point of view of the respective sites (land and sea) depicted in Monteith’s 
artworks. Taken as a whole, the works suggest to me a point of view for Papa-t"-!-nuku (the earth mother), 
that is, for the ground ‘anchoring’ both myself and all Monteith’s vehicles and all her artworks discussed 
here. To further my exploration of an immanent, inside-out view, of becoming what we see, of becoming 
part of the picture, I have adopted an additional ‘literary constraint’: I have written the entire text using 
only the consonant sounds of the M!ori language. (That is, I have eliminated, ‘b’, the soft ‘c’, ‘d’, ‘g’ unless 
in ‘ng’, ‘j’, ‘l’, ‘s’, ‘v’, ‘x’ and ‘z’.) In this somewhat strangulated and grieving way I have attempted, while 
still writing in English, to feel my way into the aurality and orality of the M!ori language – the language of 
this land, this ground, of Papa-t"-!-nuku and of my ancestors – while at the same time attempting to 
create a personal M"oritanga or M!ori way of being that includes me. 
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Remoter time, pre men, Taranaki mountain or Pukeonaki pitter patter too. Taranaki mountain 

turn from Pihanga mountain torment, take hurt heart, uproot, run out to water rim frontier – 

making furrow, making Whanganui waterway. Run out out out… Run up up up... Run no 

more. Taranaki pitter patter roam to here, carrying memory. Taranaki take new root, make 

territory anew, make new home – in it to pine, to cry, to petrify. 

Mountain hungry. Ewe hungry. Human more hungry. Human in a hurry. To make a nutrient 

from me my turf my muck my mire, make territory from me, roam on me, put footprint on me, 

pitter patter on my worn out, fraying furrow. Human hungry. My poor tot, my heir, my tyke, 

my many infant. My many human tour trip troop trot trek train tramp, keep roaming   roaming    

roaming new route on my many yawning pore. My Taranaki turf now home for farm, for men, 

for women, for human foot, for canine paw, for ewe hoof too.  

TE TAI O REHUA 

Ah, my free young one! Here right now, hair whipping wet, pumping arm-knee-hip, parting 

my way to make your own unique way home. Here right now you are, rapt happy human 

imparting happy human fun. Here now, attune to me – I hope. Waiting, premonitoring, 

hankering for rapture…You take a whiff in my perky air, you interpret my wit, my hinting 

wink, my rhyming way. You await my water, my foam, my interior to mutate…  

Prior time when my water younger you take to canoe, you men. Many canoe carry many men, 

to tour me. Time yore, not far from here, your canoe Tainui roam to fro to fro too, her many 

oar pitter patter on my foam. Hoturoa captain, mapping faraway territory, hunting home for 

itinerant community, for young Ng"ti Toa, young Raukawa... Tainui canoe make anchor here, 

time yore, a marker on your weary way home.  

Ah, now. Ah, crafty human, canny human, happy harmony human, you humour me. You know 

me more, more intimate, in your fun time. In your fun time, your free-trip-on-water time, 

moment to moment, we interact. I quicken, you quicken. I act, you act. When I utter my fact 

you hear me – you utter your own. You tower up on your newer canoe. You mount me. You take 

off.  

I can triumph, you know. I can tower too high for you, too quick; I can cataract. I can 

terminate. 
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Yet you win my whim, my care, my amity, my treat. Carefree, intricate, pure, no-fear, no-harm 

warrior… My nipper, my wee moppet. Right now your temerity, your open heart, win my free 

offer. I offer what you want: heroic, temperate, rhyming, perfect water.  

Oh, I know. I know how in your euphoria too you keep your mutant hierarchy, or try to. Yet for 

now, I content. For now I nurture you. For now, I cooperate. 

Taranaki 

To  fro … To  fro …  Water …  mountain … water …  mountain … Te Tai o Rehua to 

Parihaka to Taranaki to Parihaka to Te Tai o Rehua. Tracking a furrow, furrowing a track. 

Time yore, mountain name Pukeonaki make water furrow. Pukeonaki make water furrow 

name Whanganui. Whanganui keep making furrow. Canoe name Tainui make furrow. 

Human name Hoturoa make furrow. Many human, name Ng"ti Toa, name Ng"ti Raukawa, 

make furrow. Many, many more make furrow. 

Meantime – 1882 for white men – in Parihaka, Te Whiti, Tohu, many more men, make furrow 

furrow furrow furrow furrow. Parihaka men, women, working. Making furrow in muck. 

Making harmony. Parihaka men, women turning Parihaka turf, preparing, harrowing mire. 

Making harmony when incoming men make war; putting root when enemy troop uproot; 

keeping home territory when white army take take take it. To, fro, furrow. 

Yet now your terra canoe, your car make furrow. You, my tot, furrow into me. You, I, we 

rhyme. We quake, we infect, we interpenetrate. We come one. I am terra, I am Taranaki, I am 

mama, I am Papa-t!-"-nuku. I am pennant car, I am you my infant. Not near. Not far. Not 

coming. Not parting. Human no matter here. Human no try make profit. Human no fight 

foam, no make fun. Human make offering. Human quake, human rhyme. My infant come 

home to me, orienting pennant car to, fro, on my way. Time after time, we make our way. I 

carry pennant car to mountain, to water. Pennant car carry me up up up to meet my Rangi-nui. 

Aurora fingertip make pennant quake. I quake. Human quake. We know. Pennant car not for 

coming or parting. Pennant car for homing on me, knowing me. 

Many more human make way here, on foot, pitter patter, many year. From my high point to my 

wet point, from my wet point to my high point. Human make way for eating, for fighting, for 

making offering, or not, for eating, for making home.  
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Ohakea, Manawatu 

Oh yeah? 

I hear you. Priming up, waking up, warming up, opening up, firing up … Tracking out in a 

mighty whirr, uprearing… you take off.  

Taking to air, you renew. A purring, pouring, wafting raptor. I hear you caw. Rocketing 

higher, higher, minifying to an inky pinprick, on you caw. You caw, you roar. You waft, you 

pour. You hang a moment, eyeing me… a tapering, attenuating moment mirroring a preying, 

enemy eye… You hang, you mock. You make known in entirety your momentum: fire out – 

harrier on amphetamine – to meet me.  

Oh you parry, feint, attack, retreat. You worry at me, whip at me, whack at me. Pick me up in 

your mirror eye, tip me, turn me, rotate me. Warp me in your repeating frame, paint me in 

your pretty fume… make pattern, run, make pattern, run to, fro… away…. away… away. 

Hiking on air current, pawing at pink-white patina aurora ray, turning on your yaw, hopping 

out your mockery, hoping to frighten, trick me.  

Or I parry, feint, attack retreat, worry at you, whip you, whack at you. I hike on your wing, 

paw at your prop, turn on my yaw, frighten you, trick you, mock you. I whoop, I warp, I 

frame, I fume. I turn, return, turn, return, unfetter my frippery, metamorph in many hue, 

creating many free chromatic air pennant.  

Memory turn now to former time – when human here take many human-craft kite to air. Kite 

mimic raptor, hawk, harrier. Kite mimic tui, huia. Kite waft to fro to fro on air current, make 

pattern on firmament, track high furrow up up up away from our murky turf… to aurora. 

Antique time here, kite human trick for inhuman intuiting. Man M"ui too waft kite high mighty 

many time in air, kite-talking to T"ne, T"whaki, Rongo, Rehua… Kite track territory from on 

high. Kite take human eye to fro, from afar making country furrow. Kite awake. Kite 

premonitor, from air, human territory taking; kite wear inhuman eye to peek enemy home 

making pattern.  

After, more come to make home here. Ng"ti Raukawa come, make furrow furrow furrow to 

here. Wafting on water, Rangitikei way – make war, kick out, take root. Keeping to Ng"ti 

Toa, Te Rauparaha way. Raukawa come too, pick territory, make fire, take what want, take 

root. Many many many many come, pre-now, to make way, make home. Many many patter to 

fro my air, my turf, my water. Oh no, you fiery one here now, you are not new. You confront 



 

ALEX MONTEITH’S ACCELERATED GEOGRAPHIES   167 

my rock? Take my weight? Cut my anchor? Oh no. You are naught. Quiet your cawing, 

roaring.  

I hear yet tact in your amour. I note fainting in your infatuating. For you repair. You run right 

here. You come to port now meek, nay, weak. You fine-tune your manner, turn mute, retiring. I 

can pick out quiet terror in your feature. Who queen here, my intimate? To whom power? To 

whom fear? Keen aware my autonomy you are, waning in my firm tight arm. 

Wairau, Waiau-toa, Mani-Rauhea, Okuku, Te Wai o Pounamu 

Tiny to, tiny fro, you make to rock me, rock me. No hurry in your rocking.  You untiring, firm. 

Here, enormity in your roar near conquer my enormity, my eternity; you no hurry, no hurry. 

Rock on. Me not terra firma tonight. 

No pattern, no form in your rocking too. You tip me to, tip me fro on my yaw. Tip me fore, tip 

me aft. Yet it not new. For night after night I turn on my yaw. Year after year I tiptoe fore – 

ammonia, comet, Mercury, Moon, Titan, Neptune for company. Year after year I entwine my 

Rangi-nui. No, not new, not new.  

Not new. 

Pre-now, pre-human, pre-Taranaki, pre-Pukeonaki… time yore in our epic night time... hero 

M"ui take a hefty canoe, put out in canoe, make a furrow on my mighty aquamarine… Hero 

M"ui hook a fat maritime creature. Hero M"ui make creature into home country, name Te Ika 

a M"ui. Mine. Hero M"ui make canoe into more home country, name Te Waka a M"ui. Mine. 

Aotearoa country: two main home, many more tiny home. Mine.  

Now, you rock to, fro on high air current. Here, you waft on my raw arctic air peeking at my 

mountaintop, atop Te Tau Ihu o Te Waka a M"ui. 

Here, too, Te Rauparaha, Ng"ti Toa, came furrowing more. To fro to fro to fro to fro to fro to 

fro to  to  to   to   to     to. Here, Te Rauparaha came to uproot Ngai Tahu who uproot 

Waitaha… Ng"ti Toa turn now to take territory, make hurt, make home. Fighting time, pitter 

patter time, making racket time, making war, making pain, making hit cut knock kick whack 

amputate, making harm, making home time. Many human make many nutrient offering for 

me. Human penetrate my murk my muck my peat, my carpet my canopy my crown. Hungry 

human, my mean infant, you hunt, fire, cook, eat, conquer, cook, eat, you take root.  

What hype make you now? What cry you human? What make you rock me? What make you 

eye me, query me, peep me, peek me, poke me, rake me, ferret me, root me, hunt me, roam me? 
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Too wary, finicky you are.  Too wearing in your worry. Too ruffian you are. Oh I am your 

home, your root, your kin. Yet, untiring termite, you irritate my pore. My temper come tight. My 

frown make hate. My fury taking root.  

I turn rocky, weighty, mighty, more… I cry to moon, comet, meteor… I riff on pain, make track 

from tear, turn to my Rangi-nui more. Contrary now I am. Opening high peak, quaking, 

tremoring out warning now I am… 

Yet… unhappy. Unhappy yet  

to terminate. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 

Karl Fritsch, Martino Gamper, Francis Upritchard. Gesamtkunsthandwerk. 2011. 
Installation shot.



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7A 

Karl Fritsch, Martino Gamper, Francis Upritchard. Gesamtkunsthandwerk. 2011. 
Installation shot. 



 

 

 
 

 

Figure 7B 

Karl Fritsch, Martino Gamper, Francis Upritchard. Gesamtkunsthandwerk. 2011. 
Installation shot. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7C 

Karl Fritsch, Martino Gamper, Francis Upritchard. Gesamtkunsthandwerk. 2011. 
Installation shot. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7D 

Karl Fritsch, Martino Gamper, Francis Upritchard. Gesamtkunsthandwerk. 2011. 
Installation shot.



 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7E 

Karl Fritsch, Martino Gamper, Francis Upritchard. Gesamtkunsthandwerk. 2011. 
Installation shot. 



 

 

.  
Room for Improvement # 
Gesamtkunsthandwerk by Karl Fritsch$ Martino Gamper & 
Francis Upritchard1 

 

 

My sense of the bodily unconscious is that it now holds the future of the world in 
balance as much as the other way around; ... we can choose to press forward with 
the exploration of this “last frontier”, which would ... exploit, disfigure, and even 
destroy it, or else we can figure out a way of mastering our drive for mastery.  

– Michael Taussig  

 

The chairs are around a dining table. It has bowls on it and lamps with eyes above. 

Nearby, an uneven but neat shelving unit with pottery, crockery and bongs (lots of 

them). Elsewhere, equally wonky mats and chests of drawers, coffee tables… too many 

for one house really, but it depends who lives here… and creatures. In the rainbow 

corner,2 for instance: a sculpted harlequin man, a woven blanket and a plastic-cane 

swing-chair, all swarming with the same interwoven lines and squares of burgundy, 

pink, red, orange, yellow, green, blue. Harlequin man perching on a sloping chest of 

wooden drawers; on the ground nearby, a large amphora of clear blue glass with a 

human head for a stopper, surveying the room. A bounty of spirited things. Things of 

all sizes, and of varying scales too, but amongst them three predominant species can be 

found: large furniture-things with polygons and bevels and perches; medium creature-

things with gestures and skins and gazes; little jewellery-things with crystals and 

sheens and fingerprints. 

                                                

1 A collaborative installation artwork by these three artists as well as many local Taranaki craftspeople, 
artists and artisans (weaver Lynne Mackay, potter Nicholas Brandon, bronze-caster Jonathan Cambell, 
felter Pam Robinson, glass blower Jochen Holz and wood-turners Jan Komarkowski and Peter Wales). 
The artwork was shown as part of the exhibition Stealing the Senses at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, 
New Plymouth, 12 March – 6 June 2011. 
2 See Figure 7B. 
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So here we are. Still in Taranaki, strange to say, and in the very gallery which exhibited 

Alex Monteith’s Accelerated Geographies, but in quite another whare (house) now. We’re 

back in the West, more or less. Back in the thick of that criss-crossing wealth of 

references carried around by the ethnographer’s eye, the anthropologist’s eye, the 

scavenger’s eye, the merchant’s eye, the collector’s eye, the interior decorator’s eye, the 

museologist’s eye… We saw in Chapter 3 how, in Francis Upritchard’s Save Yourself, 

the installation became a film (or film set), and the viewer became a camera (or at least 

mounted a camera on her head), creating montages for herself as she roamed the 

space. In Chapter 6 we saw Monteith also (via her shots that behave like montages) 

extending post-human nomad eyes into things; nomad eyes that travel through time 

too, retrieving the past from the present and the present from the past via the future. 

And we roaming viewers find ourselves amidst more eyes-in-things – literal eyes-in-

things, looking back at us – here in Gesamtkunsthandwerk. But whose eyes are these? 

Whom does this whare house, what stories do these inhabitants tell – and how are they 

weaving us in?  

Everychair3
 

A shabby old wooden chair, straight-edged, minimal, not quite ladder-backed.4 White-

painted frame, red back slats, paint scuffed at the edges but still solid and enduring. 

It’s in a nursery, a dining room, a shed, a porch, a kitchen, a junk shop. I want to grab 

it with one hand, swing it around and plonk it down just here and perch upon it. The 

chair can take it. It’s been swung round and plonked down and scraped and dragged 

                                                

3 The use of multi-coloured typefaces (and varied font sizes in the subtitling) throughout this chapter is a 
move towards constraining my writing with some of the material and formal aspects of the artwork under 
discussion – thus forcing the materiality of the text to find a resonance with, and foreground, the sensuous 
experience of the art, while disrupting, and backgrounding, the conceptual discourse’s smooth flowing 
grip on things (a little). Johanna Drucker in her book The Word Made Flesh practices such a materiality-of-
language poetics quite decisively; mine is a more illustrative gesture towards such possibilities. I would 
have liked to constrain my text more radically with something akin to the abstract, nomadic line of 
Gesamtkunsthandwerk, but (assuming it would require me to handwrite the chapter, approaching in 
English script an approximation of the Heian calligraphy discussed by Thomas Lamarre and referenced by 
me within this chapter), this would not have been a suitable approach for a thesis. It remains a post-thesis 
challenge for me to discover how best to translate the Gesamtkunsthandwerk nomad line and tactile colour 
into something constraining the syntax of this writing. Further, this chapter’s rhythm of many accruing 
sections, some short and some more expansive, is intended to mirror the experience of roaming the 
exhibition, now peering closely at something, now standing back and surveying the whole, now abruptly 
moving on. Finally, there is one more small intervention in the form of a close-vision patchworking 
through the chapter of soundbites from the tales and k#rero of the folk I found inhabiting this room. 

4 Figure 7. 
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across a thousand floors. It’s been sat on and stood on and dumped on – cups of tea, 

pens, newspapers, screwdrivers, dolls. It’s that chair. That sturdy wooden leftover all-

purpose chair. Maybe it’s rimu, maybe it’s mata%, maybe it was made overseas. No 

matter. It is chairness. 

Except. Wait. That white-painted right front leg, it’s not conforming. It’s supposed to 

be square, but it’s not. Instead of a clean, upright, right-angled outer edge, a neatly 

rising vertex where the leg’s front and side planes meet – instead of that, there is 

another flat plane, a fifth side to the square leg. For a bevel has been cut all the way up, 

erasing the sharp edge where the two outer planes would meet and sloping gradually 

further back into the wood, making a non-perpendicular angle with the floor. By the 

time the bevel reaches the top, where leg meets seat, it has eaten away half the leg. The 

bevel has become a smooth wooden face in the shape of an upside-down triangle. At 

the bottom of the leg, the triangle’s peak; at the top, the triangle’s base. And since the 

outer corner of the chair leg has been lopped off where it joins the chair’s seat, another 

‘side’ has thus also been added to that seat: again, what was a square is now an 

irregular five-sided polygon. 

This triangular plane bisecting the chair leg has been cut away since the chair was so 

painted and used and worn. This is a plane of beautifully sanded wood, warm and soft 

and raw and full of the love of handcrafting, conspicuous against the rough old paint 

around it. Fresh wood-grainy life, latent for all those years, now coaxed forth into 

visibility. The wooden pegs fixing leg to seat are also now visible within that paring-

back, that cross-section – revealing more of what has already happened, more of what 

is, and more of what could be… But never stopping it from being that chair, that chair 

that invites my use. 

And at the top edge of the chair back, two more beveled, angled edges, boldly sanded 

so that where once there was a flat horizontal top edge, there is now a peak. Two 

freshly beveled, loosely triangular planes rising to meet each other at their apexes, 

sliding away down to their bases at the sides of the chair. Again skewiff angles and 

edges replace top and side, vertical and horizontal planes. The old square geometries 

have been sanded away. In their place appear enough faces and slopes to conjure a 

mountain. And where the old painted red and white parts are crude of texture, 

betraying years of use and many a knock, the sanded brown planes are smooth, satiny, 

marbled with the wood’s own irregular ways of life, honey-luscious.  
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The chair’s seat is another story: a jig-sawing of formica triangles snugly parquetted 

into the seat frame; another angular détournement of what was, another eruption of 

fun and waywardness that changes not the chair and its main invitation.  

But meanwhile, from the wall behind, a gaudily-ringed, kid-gloved hand reaching 

down and clutching at that peaky backrest… Telling me, Goldilocks, this isn’t yours, don’t 

sit here. 

old for new: modernism, zen and the reviving hand  

Art is man’s expression of his joy in labour. (Morris, ‘Art Under Plutocracy’ 114) 

If you want a golden rule that will fit everybody, this is it: Have nothing in your 
houses that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful. (Morris, ‘The 
Beauty of Life’ 53) 

Without using there is no complete seeing, for nothing so emphasizes the beauty 
of things as their right application… If we want to see a thing well, we must use it 
well. (Yanagi 178) 

As soon as I gain sight of this room, coming up the stairs, I feel the joy. Such joy in 

domestic objects. Joy in labour, joy in form, joy in materials. Joy in use and usefulness. 

Joy in colour and shape and texture and line. Joy in the marriage of manual and visual 

senses; joy in hands and eyes. Joy for hands and eyes. The objects and above all the 

furnitures in this room (the work of Martino Gamper) brim with style, with an insistent, 

overflowing, childlike, haphazard aesthetic of insistently irregular lines and polygons 

and polyhedra, of cold formica, warm wood, and outrageous colour. This skewiff 

spread of domesticity is, in its very eccentricity, instantly heartwarming and friendly. 

And despite the weirdness, the irregular shapes and angles, every chair, table, bowl, 

lamp, bong, rug, bottle feels solid and usable and functional. The uses of these things 

are clear, they appear soundly and solidly made and I preaccelerate – strongly – 

towards using them. I want to sit, I want to eat, I want to try things on and fiddle with 

the light switches! So the stylish, fun side of these things in no way disturbs or opposes 

their functionality. Indeed, the joy that hits me here seems to stem from this mutual 

pleasure, whereby what pleases my eyes also pleases my hands and body. In fact, I have 

a hunch that the haphazardly joyously eye-pleasingly craziness of this room’s visual is a 

part – a function – of its objects’ functions.  
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Yes, I have a hunch that the dazing colours and crazy shapes of these furnitures could 

somehow be found to be completely consistent with the modernist credo: form follows 

function (for modernism was hanging in the air as soon as I spied the primary coloured 

polygons and the formica and the tubular steel). And before I know it, I’m imagining 

things…  

I see a furniture maker – and I want to say, ‘a little furnituremaker’, along the lines of 

the ‘little shoemaker’ – who does not have access to factories with production lines for 

formica and tubular steel, nor to most twentieth-century furniture-making 

technologies. He’s sitting in his workshop, surrounded by great piles of things: cast-off 

furniture legs, some old chairs, some slabs of wood, some formica off-cuts… And he’s 

asking himself, Little furnituremaker, what is the very best  way to make a table-and-chairs 

from these things? And it seems like the best way (since my furniture maker has some 

modernist sensibilities) is to maximize the functionalities. There will be the future use 

of the crafted object: the chair is formed thus because it will be for sitting on (the use 

invoked in the Modernist motto). There will be the present use, function (or more 

accurately, functionality) of the materials to hand: the propensities of this old chair 

with its still-solid legs, and of these variable triangles of formica in green, red and 

white. Not to mention the present functionality of the maker’s hands. And there will be 

the past use of these recycled materials and objects, the memory that lingers on in the 

new use: the chair was already a chair, but for other people in other lives; the formica 

was we know not what, perhaps some tables or some kitchen benchtops… Thus, as I 

imagine it, our furniture maker expands form follows function to encompass the 

functioning of hands and materials, the function of recycling, the past functions of 

things...  

So – how might these things be brought together as a table-and-chairs that optimizes 

their and its functionality? How might they come together in a working table that 

rejoices in every last bit of the stuff it was worked with? A table made with joy that one 

could make such a table from these things? Such a table would be shaped to fit the 

pieces. The pieces would be lovingly married by sure hands feeling their way, 

proceeding very much like that patchworker of Faulkner’s, whose creation was, for 

Deleuze and Guattari, emblematic of ‘smooth space’:  

She had been working on it for fifteen years, carrying about with her a shapeless 
bag of dingy, threadbare brocade containing odds and ends of colored fabric in all 
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possible shapes. She could never bring herself to trim them to any pattern; so she 
shifted and fitted and mused and fitted and shifted them like pieces of a patient 
puzzle-picture, trying to fit them to a pattern or create a pattern out of them 
without using her scissors, smoothing her colored scraps with flaccid, putty-
colored fingers. (A Thousand Plateaus 476 qtg. Sartoris 151) 

Thus Gamper’s (our furniture maker’s) formica-shard tables and chairs do not appear 

to have patterns applied to them superfluously, ‘after’ the fact. Rather, the found-and-

used materials, in the making of a useful table, simultaneously happen to produce a 

pattern. And I see these furnitures, formed around a cascade of usefulnesses, vibrating 

joyously with their own layered, resonant abundance of practicalities.  

Another repurposed Modernist motto that our furniture maker seems to have adopted 

is truth to materials. Only, since his materials have been through human production 

cycles before, to reuse them demands a truth to their pasts as well. And since some of 

these materials are even man-made, machine-made; they bring an altogether different, 

more composite plane of materiality than that of stone or wood or metal or clay, and 

they call forth different sensitivities from their maker. This maker who nevertheless 

seems unfazed and indiscriminately able to discover the truth in each material, the joy 

in every making. This maker who seems humble (and vigilant) enough to suspend 

judgment, refuse external ideas and abstract forms, and let the materials lead where 

they will – to whatever strange fresh unexpected shape will include them all and still 

make sense, still function.  

Yes, from the celebration of beautiful handmaking in Morris’s Arts and Crafts 

movement, to the harder-edged truth to (machine-worked) materials of the Bauhaus 

school, slivers and offcuts of a wonky, repurposed, post-geometric modernism keep 

leaking out of the parquet cracks in these furnitures. And I haven’t yet mentioned the 

most obvious modernist motto, invoked in the overall artwork’s very title: the total work 

of art5 – calling for another nod to Morris and his Arts and Crafts friends as well as to 

                                                

5 This work’s title Gesamtkunsthandwerk references the German for ‘total work of art’, Gesamtkunstwerk, from which the 
English phrase is derived, but inserts the word ‘hand’ thus invoking a total work of hand art (or craft). The concept of 
Gesamtkunstwerk is closely associated with the nineteenth-century German composer Richard Wagner, and indeed by 
the end of this chapter we will find some of Wagner’s folkish, participatory/communist overtones inflecting this art 
installation. As Boris Groys explains in his essay ‘A Genealogy of Participatory Art’ (2008): 

The synthesis of artistic genres [gesamtkunstwerk] is for Wagner… a means to an end: the unity of 
individual beings, the unity of artists among themselves, and the unity of artists and the people. (22) 

the community of the future will derive from the realization of the gesamtkunstwerk… the staged 
demise of the individual. (22) 
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the later Walter Gropius and his Bauhaus friends, all of whom, like Upritchard, 

Gamper, Fritsch, et al in Gesamtkunsthandwerk, aspired to build and furnish entire 

homes using their collected craft and design skills.  

Of course, ‘wonky lo-tech modernism’ is just one feeling, one thought for these crafty 

tangible touchable repurposed objects. For now, still dwelling on the furnitures, I also 

detect an (equally twisted) likeness to the works of the early Japanese crafters and 

‘repurposers’ of tea cups and utensils celebrated by Soetsu Yanagi in The Unknown 

Craftsman: 

They chose things that had heretofore not been so used. It is even probable they 
did not always know for what use some utensils had been intended. It was the 
objects’ beauty that made the men of Tea wish to adapt them to their own daily 
lives. They invented methods of application, thus making the things useable… 
[T]hey used to the greatest advantage the things that they thought beautiful… 
Things that cannot be used possess something negative, even if beautiful. … The 
seeing eye will urge the using hand. (179)  

Perhaps Yanagi’s view accounts just as well for the synergy of hands and eyes, of 

materials (or pre-existing objects) and functions, for the feeling for potentials and the 

joy in making in Gesamtkunsthandwerk. Surely the ‘men of tea’ were practising their 

own version of Gamper’s repurposed truth to materials, his careful parqueting of 

formica until some unloved old thing surrenders up, simultaneously, new usefulness 

and new beauty. And Yanagi’s men of tea hover also where there is an intervention 

only remotely connected to the thing’s usefulness – for even Gamper’s gratuitous bevel 

on the chair leg feels not like an imposition but like the opening of a gate unwittingly 

closed. The wood beneath the paint called out to the wood-loving crafter, and he did 

what he could to let it breathe again, to expose the excessive life-potential, the 

outstanding usability, not just of the finished object but of the materials composing it. 

Therein lies the beauty.  

But in both these likenesses I’m seeing craft as a mobilizing, a facilitating, an opening-

up. A revivification of pasts to enliven the future.6 A haptic beauty that cries out to the 

eye to be handled. An art that is not above being put to use. Above all, in seeing these 

                                                

6 According to Glenn Adamson (The Invention of Craft), William Morris et al were actually responsible for 
killing craft prematurely with their ‘evocation of a dead art’ (213); hence craft needs something other than 
Arts and Crafts-style eulogies and anachronisms to carry it forward, something other than a ‘false choice 
of modern craft, between present and past’ (210), something other than a desire to ‘systematically forget 
the present’ (213) if the persistent narrative of a craft in crisis is to be overturned. 
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things I’m feeling my hands and body also itch to start using and being used. Amidst 

this abundance, this happy practicality, this repurposing of objects and materials and 

redefining of usefulness and usability, even those items in the room designed to 

function as adornments – the impractical yet raw and potent rings and bangles – utter 

new uses. They ask to be torn (perhaps by me, perhaps by those attendant gloved 

hands) from their makeshift cases and used to suspend a stray light bulb cable, or to 

contain a napkin. They ask to join their maker in participating without ego in a 

(re)open(ed) system.7 

 

Loops and hoops 

A ring case (but only just).8 Maybe it belongs to the smartly gloved hand that was 

owning that chair. An ad-hoc display case full of rough-hewn yet glitzy jewels. Jewels 

in silver metal, gold metal, black metal, grey metal, mottled metal, tarnished metal, 

oxidized metal. Metal beaten and kneaded and rolled into wrist- and finger-sized loops 

and hoops. Knobbly, uneven lengths of metal. Handled metal. Metal forming loops and 

hoops that, like fingers, are only approximately round. Metal loops that are now 

thicker, now thinner, now distended like the bulge in a digesting snake. Metal hoops 

bearing tiny eddies of fingerprints. Bearing finger marks, perhaps even finger oil, 

finger grease, for it is also dirty metal, dusty, blemished, patchy, scarred metal. And its 

roundness, clumsiness, knobbliness, lumpiness testify to a softness of metal, a 

malleability, a propensity for yielding to the pressures of intent fingers. A relationality, 

a vulnerability of metal. A capacity to be moved and transformed and transfigured and 

rearranged and moulded and sculpted. As I see the making, the indelible fingerprints, 

I see also the ‘makeability’, metal’s own indelible qualities – to soften, to harden, to 

tarnish, to buff up and gleam again – shining through. 

Jewels bearing stones, or rocks. Red stones, yellow stones, teal stones, violet stones, 

aqua stones, purple stones, blue stones, clear stones. Sparkling, light-refracting, 

iridescent, transparent gemstones. Might they be ruby, topaz, aquamarine, sapphire, 

tourmaline, amethyst, diamond? So many colours of gemstone indiscriminately 

gathered here. A cottage garden profusion of hues.  A comic-strip abundance of 

                                                

7 According to systems theory and thermodynamics, open systems interact continuously with their 
surroundings, ‘exchanging energy or matter (and, one might add, information) with their environment’ 
(Prigogine and Stengers xv). 
8 Figure 7A. 
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contrasting shades and tones. So many spangly gemstones perched and wound, 

impaled and sprawled, clustered and clawed atop rings of metal. … Dear Mr. Bear, 

spare me, I will give you all my treasures; look, the beautiful jewels lying there!9 

Glued, spiked and speared, there are no secrets to the adhesion here. I see clearly the 

makings of these little jewels, these conglomerations of metal and stone. I see, feel, 

how the hand and the eye have collaborated: suspecting, detecting, erecting another 

way to connect the parts. This is ancient knowledge and means, but it appears minus 

the surety of tradition. It appears with the looseness, shonkiness and cheek of a just-

discovered or just-invented technique. A technique not taken for granted and slickly 

performed, but rejoiced in for the revolutionary potential it still holds. A technique 

offering room for improvement. A technique for adornment that speaks both of hands 

past and future fingers. 

A fractal gathering of raw metal-and-stone configurations sitting in a raw plywood-and-

glass box. Configurations we nonetheless know to be precious and rare. Non-parallel 

lines and grooves have been crudely gouged into the plywood base, and there the rings 

and bangles perch. Some sit clumsily upright within a groove. Others lie on their sides, 

scattered like the jewels that adorn them. The whole ill-fitting assemblage is mounted 

on the wall with a clean, strong brass fixture – altogether the slickest, most machine-

made thing in the room. Look but don’t touch? Oh to be precious and rare.  

ROUGH ENOUGH: WASTES AND RESERVES 

With amazement I discovered that they mend them so artistically and beautifully 
that the cracked piece seems better than the perfect one. So they do not mind 
whether it cracks or not. (Yanagi 122) 

…objects that were considered “complete” were not used… having shown all that 
they are and having nothing further to suggest, they give an impression of rigidity 
and coldness. (Yanagi 150) 

If there’s beauty and usefulness and joy in this room, there’s also awkwardness and 

imperfection aplenty. Cracked old paint. Mismatched stool legs. Unsanded, splintery 

stumps of fresh-cut wood. Lopsided figures with gangly, unsure limbs. The clay bongs 

are perfunctory, the jewellery will forever be knobbly and finger-scarred. They’ve been 

made to do their job – even if that job is merely to attach a jewel to a finger. They’ve 

                                                

9 The dwarf in ‘Snow-white and Rose-red’ (Grimm 670). 
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been made by human hands, fallible hands, and they don’t pretend otherwise. A child 

could have made that! But the roughness is not naïve or thoughtless. It’s a careful-easy 

roughness. A contemplative relaxation. Every item says of its making: This is enough.  

Enough.  

Enough is a little (or a lot) less than we’re used to. Enough is not interested in 

perfection. Enough cares for finishedness, not finish. And sometimes, enough is more 

than we’re used to: that sage, sleepy-eyed figure needed blue gingham skin before he 

was done. Where the making process is concerned, enoughness is sometimes a 

stopping short, and sometimes an overworking. It’s a refusal of containment, of 

precision, of certainty. It’s a looseness, a flow, an acceptance of overflows and 

undertows. A that’ll do. Enoughness is also a not knowing how much is enough, it’s 

unquantifiable, immeasurable. And enough is exactly not at odds with excess, for it 

implies that more would indeed be possible – but for now this is enough. Enough, as 

we have seen, to open the given materials and objects back up as open systems, to 

reveal, even as their function is closed down a little in the form of this table or chair or 

ring, their potency; their myriad latent functionalities. In the more general terms of 

this thesis, enoughness is an actualization that still leaks virtuals. 

In the Massumian register, Gamper did something to divert our attention from his red 

and white chair’s usual ‘capture’ in the perception of a place to perch ourselves, and 

back towards the chair’s virtualities, its semblance of chairness. And now Fritsch has 

suspended the rings somewhere just before the consummation of the fairytale, before 

they become perfect gold rings (with all their rich history). These are imperfect rings, 

not-yet rings, reminding us of what else they have been and could be. (What is the best  

adornment for a 21st century princess?, the goldsmith asked himself…) Gamper’s sanded 

wood was likewise returned from its perceived status as furniture-material to its 

virtuality, to its autonomy as woody affect, to its semblant wood-ness, to the Peircean 

‘firstness’ of the wood; Fritsch does something similar to gold and silver as 

autonomous affects, in both their ‘colour’ and ‘matter’ incarnations. 

And Simondon is here too: in the worker’s hands that energise the materials (and 

again, my hands wish to join in, to leave their prints in the metal too); in the technical 

evolution bringing into resonance the pasts and futures of gold and silver and enabling 

their individuation now; in the drawing out of the force, the preindividual remainder 

lurking in the material, ready for another individuation:  
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The mold translates its existence within the matter by making it tend towards a condition 
of equilibrium. So because this equilibrium exists it is necessary that at the end of 
the operation there remains a certain quantity of potential energy still 
unactualised, contained in the whole system. (Simondon, The Individual and its 
Physico-Biological Genesis n. pag.) 

This woodiness, this metallic-ness, this still-fertile clay energy will be more than 

enough for unforeseen uses to come.  

The perception of unreserved usefulness hovering over these things shimmers as 

semblance all the more when I realize that although these chairs are sittable I am not 

permitted to sit; and when I realise that the ‘normal’ human uses of all these objects 

don’t necessarily apply to the inhabitants here, that the little people and hands and 

eyes have uses of their own for these things. My preaccelerating hands are consigned to 

remain in suspense. 

Back during early Modernism, as Charles Bernstein (‘Time Out of Motion’, 1992) 

observes, the proto-hippie Morris also championed the reservoir of potential that 

cannot be ‘used up’, in quite a literal way:  

For Morris, leisure and idleness, as well as pleasure, were central components of 
any civilization worthy of the name. His insistence that there must always be 
“waste places and wilds in it” suggests more acutely the originality of his position 
and his rejection of more utilitarian forms of social progress. (115) 

Waste places, seen in another light, are reserves; reserves of the unreserved. And if the 

escaped or ‘wasted’ affect is the reserve of future percepts, each strangely repurposed 

object of Gesamtkunsthandwerk is like a small (or large) reserve of virtualities, of future 

material potentials, a reserve in which the not-yet-used cannot but be perceived alongside 

the current use.10 As such, if the presence of craft carries a nostalgia for lost pasts, in 

this artwork it also carries a belief in potent futures. Perhaps not such a revivalism after 

all – because these materials are far from dead. 

 

                                                

10 Which, from the perspective of te ao M"ori, makes good sense to me, for our taonga (treasures) are 
objects not only bearing the wisdom of our tupuna (ancestors) but carrying it forward to our mokopuna 
(grandchildren); they ‘continue to weave descendents to land, travel beyond tribal horizons and ameliorate 
life-crises’ (Tapsell 325).) 
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Hippie seer 

She is kneeling on a table, feet splayed out to one side, wearing nothing but a pair of 

spectacles… A most thin and gangly girl.11 Bright yellow all over, even the glasses (or 

are they goggles?), youthful but not exactly vigorous. Rather wan, if anything, with limp 

straight hair, hippie hair… None of which stops her from holding forth. She raises one 

hand with the fingers pointing upwards and the entire palm facing out in a gesture of 

blessing, almost. The other hand hangs down from her crooked wrist, limp, camp, 

indifferent. Unadorned hands. Moving hands, moving as she talks. A soft, hungry, 

intellectual-ish, hippie girl quietly describing what she sees, explaining what she thinks 

and feels, telling what she does. Or a beatnik girl. Or a situationist girl. Or a school girl 

(spectacles go a long way). She speaks of daisies and détournement, of Yesterday and 

yesterdays. A monologue, presumably, for she never stops talking… A monologue, 

meaning she addresses a group – and now I feel her unseen companions too, a group 

of fellow youths full of fellow feeling, perhaps also naked, among whom this thin wan, 

half-blind girl feels at ease airing her visions and views. Or singing them: When logic 

and proportion have fallen sloppy dead… remember what the dormouse said: feed your head, 

feed your head12 ... And all the while she sits, fairy or goblin height, on this funky coffee 

table topped with dark-green-and-white patchworked shards of formica (again) and 

supported by red wooden trestle-like legs, her gaze nearly level with the seats of the 

futuristic chairs in front of her. They too are resplendent in felty shards of sunshine 

yellow. They too don’t quite invite me to sit – but I do anyway and I hear the yellow 

girl’s voice becoming audible...  

Indolent masturbator 

He reclines calmly on a shelf, this man, holding his penis.13 Bald head, high 

cheekbones, aristocratic aquiline nose, moustache. He’s the length of my forearm, 

roughly formed but delicate-featured too, and bright bright yellow like his younger, 

more talkative friend… This one’s face is haughty, his narrowed eyes glazed over, his 

mind occupied. A bit furtive. …What will you give me if I spin that straw into gold for 

                                                

11 Figure 7B. 
12 Lyrics from Jefferson Airplane’s 1967 song ‘White Rabbit’. 
13 Figure 7B. 
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you?14 … A bit busy. It all takes place down one end of that light pine-ish shelving unit, 

the one displaying lumpen bowls and bongs and mysterious objets d’art… And though 

this scene is among the first things we see when we enter the room, this is his domain 

and he’s quite unperturbed by us…  

SNAKES ALIVE!: ANIMA, FETISH, TAONGA 

objects are the way things appear to a subject – that is, with a name, an identity, a 
gestalt or stereotypical template… Things, on the other hand, … [signal] the 
moment when the object becomes the Other, when the sardine can looks back, 
when the mute idol speaks, when the subject experiences the object as uncanny ... 
(Mitchell 156-7) 

I believe that this pluriverse is traversed by heterogeneities that are continually 
doing things. I believe it is wrong to deny vitality to nonhuman bodies, forces, and 
forms … I believe that encounters with lively matter can chasten my fantasies of 
human mastery [and] expose a wider distribution of agency … (Bennett 12)  

In the figures, as in the jewellery and the furniture, there is life. Stopping short while 

going too far. Never finishing or arriving. Pasts muddled up with futures. Signs of life. 

Handmarks in the clay announcing its propensity for further modeling – just as the 

fresh, inexhausted rimu or mata% broke through the chair’s old paint to take another 

breath – just as the jeweller’s force and the metal’s plasticity were preserved in the gold 

ring. This is life.  

And in the installation, the room as a whole, there is life: a readiness for use, for 

inhabitation by hands and eyes and voices, by sitters and eaters and drinkers and seers 

and smokers and adorners… Or that Goldilocks quality of just-having-been-used. Not 

to mention the current inhabitation. Things look back. These things are looking back at 

me. The exhibition as a whole sustains this experience across a plethora of objects that 

may not all have eyes but do, in their various ways, exude a live, teasing, unfinished, 

on-their-way, haunted air (Upritchard merely renders this literally, filling the space 

with eyes and hands and characters, adding visible life to augment, enhance and 

resonate with the many invisible lives I find here). We are in the dollhouse, the nursery 

full of toys that come to life when the lights are out. Or when the lights are on – for the 

lamps themselves are alive, bedecked with faces, light in their eyes, eye-holes aflame 

with life. And be-ringed poltergeist hands reach down from the walls to clutch at the 

                                                

14 Rumpelstiltskin in ‘Rumpelstiltskin’ (Grimm 265). 
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old dining chair parts. And the snake bites its tail. And the glass bottle’s head takes in 

the scene. And the brass vase’s jeweled eyes bulge in wonder. The place is swarming 

with spirits, with animism, with visible human and animal beings, with users of the 

space (including preaccelerating me wanting to rub the lamp and summon the genie), 

with sharp puncta15 and fetishes – things I can invest in. 

Aside from the creaturely representations and the material potentialities, the liveliness, 

the vitality, the animation in this room of ‘still’ lives comes at me in several ways, some 

of which we have seen before. It comes via the figures’ poses. (They are always caught 

mid-flight, in the Deleuzian any-instant-whatever, which, remember, ‘does not give us 

the figure described in a unique moment, but the continuity of the movement which 

describes the figure’ (Cinema 1 5). What is the patchwork chap crossing his fingers 

about? Is the supine supercilious guy finished, or just beginning? ) It comes via the 

scale shifts and aberrant movements that, as I montage my way around this room, open 

me up to the powers of the false – until I begin to both hear and make up stories. (In te 

ao M"ori the life of the poupou (figures) in the whare whakairo (carved meeting house) is 

tapped when the whaik#rero (oratory) begins, and that virtual life is sustained as the 

k#rero p!r"kau (ancient stories) are told and retold. Now, amongst Upritchard’s 

whakairo or ‘carvings’ as amongst M!ori ones (both of which clutch trademark props 

instead of instantiating heroic moments), once again I feel the stories bubbling up, the 

animistic tales and k#rero that give life to children’s toys as well as, of course, to 

taonga.16 Ali Baba, magic lanterns, flying carpets, The Arabian Nights, The Brothers 

Grimm, Hans Christian Andersen, The Worm Ouroboros, The Happy Prince, Rumer 

Godden, Alice in Wonderland, children’s stories, old stories, folk stories, stories of other 

places and times. But nothing is as I remember it, and as the eyes stare and the hands 

                                                

15 Recalling Barthes’s concept of the ‘wounding, personally touching detail that,’ in the words of Kathleen 
Stewart, ‘establishes a direct contact’ (6). 
16 It is no wonder that in M!ori the same word, taonga, is used for both treasures and toys. Incidentally, the 
historical k#rero (tale) accompanying taonga seems at first to be nothing like Deleuze’s tale-telling ‘powers 
of the false’: for a taonga is ‘lost’ without its own singular k#rero (‘as taonga travel from one generation to 
the next, so too do their complex, genealogically ordered histories, or k#rero, which are individually 
attached to each item’ (Tapsell 328)); whereas Deleuze exhorts a kind of fabulation on the spot of (new) 
stories for things, of multiple stories, of anything-but-true stories. On the other hand, the ways taonga 
require of their people these tellings and retellings (and updatings and repurposings) of their k#rero, I 
begin to think perhaps the two kinds of tale are not so different. Certainly Tapsell’s observation about 
taonga here applies to Gesamtkunsthandwerk too: ‘Without k#rero, the item ceases to communicate, loses 
context, and fails to link a kin group’s identity to specific ancestral landscapes’ (332). And Deleuze’s 
observation about ‘fabulation’ applies too: ‘To catch someone in the act of telling tales is to catch the 
movement of constitution of a people.’ (‘Mediators’ 125) 
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reach out these semblances of stories start to include me too, plastic tulip chairs 

becoming magic mushrooms, becoming through-the-looking-glass devices for entering 

other realms of communication… I sit down and the hippie girl comes to life – or do I? 

– and I start listening to her group of sitting-room revolutionaries as they talk…)  

But of what nature these fetishes? What manner of matter-spirit relation am I 

participating in? Is it a European folk animism, a nineteenth-century spiritualism, a 

Euro-centric modernist primitivism, a commodifying capitalism, some ancestral wairua 

(spirits) inhabiting the taonga, or just the virtual life of the materials shining through? 

In fact, as I move through this space encountering its life and its lives, I feel as though 

I’m getting another whistlestop Western history tour – not, this time, of the genealogy 

of perspective and point-of-view in fine art (as encountered before Alex Monteith’s 

artworks in Chapter 6), but of matter-spirit relations and the ways we have accounted 

for apparitions of life in things.17 And as Monteith did, so Gesamtkunsthandwerk seems 

to permit all the views here invoked to operate simultaneously.  

And there’s one more way in which the life of this exhibition is coming at us, 

something that suffuses all the types and scales of objects in the room: Deleuze and 

Guattari’s ‘abstract’ or ‘nomad’ line: 

a line that delimits nothing, that describes no contour, that no longer goes from one 
point to another but instead passes between points, that is always declining from 
the horizontal and the vertical and deviating from the diagonal, that is constantly 
changing direction, a mutant line of this kind that is without outside or inside, 
form or background, beginning or end and that is as alive as a continuous 
variation – such a line is truly an abstract line, and describes a smooth space. 
(497-8) 

This streaming, spiraling, zigzagging, snaking, feverish line of variation liberates a 
power of life that human beings had rectified and organisms had confined, and 
which matter now expresses as the trait, flow, or impulse traversing it. (499) 

The line escapes geometry by a fugitive mobility at the same time as life tears 
itself free from the organic by a permutating, stationary whirlwind. (499) 

                                                

17 Debates continue regarding the location or source of the vitality often detected in works of art: for 
Alfred Gell (Art and Agency) art objects can exert agency by eliciting in the viewer a ‘living presence 
response’ – but such responses are actually a result of the technical virtuosity of the artist, and of the social 
networks the objects are bound up in; for Caroline van Eck such ‘living presence response’ can only be 
‘understood as an experience, the experience of a work of art becoming alive’ (4). Meanwhile, for the 
‘enchanted’ non-Western fetishists and idolators who are the subject of much of Gell’s (et al’s) research, 
vitality can indeed exist within an object. But insofar as it objectifies the experience on ‘the inside’ of the 
enchantment, I am not interested in pursuing this debate; I prefer to explore the inside.  



SONG OF SEEING HANDS 

190   ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Yes, the nomad, abstract line well describes the amorphous peripheries of Gamper’s 

furnitures, Upritchard’s figures, Fritsch’s rings. Each of these artists’ productions 

evince such a snaking, feverish line of variation, stating that nothing will ever take the 

same form twice, that neither organic nor geometric order are to be found here or 

anywhere, not even in functional furnitures and wearable jewelleries and figurative 

sculptures. Through this nomad line, life keeps tearing itself free of these things even 

as they succumb to their domestications. 

 

Tree-trunk-stool 

A round slice of tree trunk around twenty centimetres high, pine again? (judging by the 

watermarks), cut clean from the middle of a tree, mint-green lichen still clinging fuzzily 

to its dark perimeter of ridged and gnarly bark.18 But the pale top face, the knife’s-edge 

of the slice, cross-sections the tree’s inner life, rings of growth delicately laid bare. The 

whole crude firewoody hunk of a thing balances on three narrow, mis-matched, 

machine-turned, wood-stained and varnished sofa legs – the tapering 1960s kind: two 

dark-chocolate, one pine-golden with a steel tip and small circular steel foot. Mistaking 

me for Alice-in-Wonderland this time, the stool offers itself to me. 

But this is no cartoony woodcutter’s slice of tree. It has not merely been lopped from a 

trunk and left at that, for the naked wooden top face of this log is nowhere near flat 

and round. Where the circle’s perimeter should be there is empty space instead. Space 

opened up by planes cut diagonally betwixt horizontal ringed face and dark vertical 

bark. These sloping planes remind me of how beautiful a spring onion’s insides 

become when it is sliced diagonally enough. Flat and immobile though the planes may 

be, they stretch, unfurl, unfold and unleash the hidden inner properties of the bark, its 

five-millimetre thickness blossoming transversally to twenty millimetres. We now 

witness something even more private, even more unprotected than the pale cross-

section of tree growth on the top face. We see, as though magnified, the inner life of 

bark itself; the place of meeting and exchange between bark shell and wood core; and 

we see the minutiae of a growth ring’s formation. There is something terribly tender, 

terribly vulnerable, about this. The bevels are wide. They make generous planes, broad 

visibilities, of places never quite seen before. … Now, children, lay yourselves down by the 
                                                

18 Figure 7C. 
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fire and rest, we will go into the forest and cut some wood. When we have done, we will come 

back and fetch you away.19 

And though cut with such care, these beveled planes are haphazard too, sliced away at 

random intervals from the tree-trunk-stool’s circular top edge. If you look directly 

down upon the seat’s ringed top surface, it takes the shape of a very wonky, definitively 

asymmetric seven-sided polygon. Meanwhile the lower edge of these bevels, where pale 

wood finally gives way to dark bark, meanders up and down in wave-like peaks and 

troughs around the thing’s perimeter. This transitional edge, this wavery line shaped 

mutually by the tree’s growth and the craftsman’s planing, has the contours of jagged 

mountain peaks, the lighter, growth-ringed, pine-ish wood floating like clouds above a 

craggy bark horizon. And there it squats at one corner of a laid dining table, a raw little 

thing, dwarfed by the odd-bod chairs either side of it but tougher than them for all 

that, holding its own as a sturdy, sittable perch from which to engage with the soup 

bowl …  

WILD HOME, STILL LIFE 

The home cocoon lives in a vital state – open, emergent, vulnerable, and jumpy. 
(Stewart 55) 

the situation in the shaman’s house is one where patients and healer acquire a 
rather intimate knowledge and understanding of each other’s foibles, toilet habits, 
marital relations, and so forth. By and large I think it fair to say that the 
therapeutic efficacy of the shamanism with which I am acquainted owes as much 
to the rough-and-tumble of this everyday public intimacy as to the hallucinogenic 
rites that allow the shaman to weave together the mundane and the extraordinary. 
(Taussig, Shamanism 344) 

The wildness here at stake tears through the tired dichotomies of good and evil, 
order and chaos, the sanctity of order, and so forth. It does not mediate these 
oppositions. Instead it comes down on the side of chaos and its healing creativity 
is inseparable from that taking of sides. (Taussig, Shamanism 220) 

So here we are, amidst clay bongs, bronze-cast, gold-painted ginger root, an 

Ouroboros snake, soup bowls and fruit bowls and cups, rugs and chairs and tables, 

quadrilaterals and polygons and triangles, retro vibes and animated little people. 

Enough to make a home. Furniture and crockery, tools for intoxication, medicinal 

plants, self-representations, made things and found things, precious things and 
                                                

19 The woodcutter’s wife in ‘Hänsel and Gretel’ (Grimm 88). 
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adornments, malleable materials with useful potentials, spirits seen and unseen, 

colour, light… and characters. A teenage character, a sage character, a laughing 

character, a sexual character… eye characters, hand characters, magical, uncanny, 

metonymic characters. They feel related to the spiritual-sexual seekers last seen in 

Venice, but teleported from there to here, from old world to new, to Taranaki; they 

seem less lost and everything seems to be okay. Hippie girl, for instance, looks a lot like 

Lonely, but she’s no longer seeking directions, passing through. She’s found some 

friends, paused for a while in her travels. Yes, these creatures have found a home – in 

their squatting sort of way – leaking warmth into their forlorn demeanours. A cosmic 

t!rangawaewae for nomads who can be everywhere at once. And, like at home, 

everything here is in the midst of life: places set, lamps on, dinner about to be served. 

At the same time every species of object or creature in the room exhibits its own 

peculiar spatio-temporal midstness (you might say that, tortoise-like, they each carry a 

milieu on their back). On all scales there’s a sense of immersion that doesn’t allow us to 

see all the way to the edges nor too far ahead; a sense of immersion – created by the 

nomad lines and the ramshackle ‘smooth space’ that these artists collectively draw20 – 

that of course resonates with being at home: 

The first aspect of the haptic, smooth space of close vision is that its orientations, 
landmarks, and linkages are in continuous variation; it operates step by step. … 
one never sees from a distance in a space of this kind … (A Thousand Plateaus 493) 

And yet – by virtue of that same lively midstness? – this domestic interior space, this 

fun place, this safe place, is amidst wild nature too. Here’s a tree-trunk by a table. It 

may be masquerading as a stool, but it still feels like it was just chopped and hauled 

inside. There are a few other slabs too, cut from another, conjoined tree (or trees), with 

two distinct sets of rings converging where the trees have grown together. P#hutukawa? 

Macrocarpa?  A doubling of wildness, masquerading as tables – one supports a grey 

snake, the other a blue gingham man. There’s also a conjoined chair,21 a twinning not 

of the trees themselves but of the furniture: two nearly identical dining chairs, the 

sides of their seats merging at an invisible centre seam, offering snug seating – a love 

seat – for two eaters (or is it one?), the whole thing held aloft by an improbable red 

                                                

20 And from the haptic proximity that craft in general evokes: ‘Craft demands proximity – the material to 
the maker, the tool to the work’ (Adamson 165). 
21 See Figure 7D. 
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pyramid/mountain base in the place of chair legs. Static furniture returned to nature, 

to nature’s wildness, nature’s deviance, nature’s life. And then there’s the exposure of 

wood beneath paint, another return to nature, however small. And the tin bucket of 

riverstones. And the crystalline outcrops of gemstones. We are constantly being 

reminded of where things come from. Not just a stool or table but trees, mata%, rimu, 

kauri, pine, from a forest or a mountain or a riverside. And the reminders are active. 

The things are still coming. The rings ask to be polished some more; the chairs and 

tables tempt disassembly and new configurations. The wildness is intact. Eyes are 

watching us, peering out of the undergrowth. Little creatures waiting for us to notice 

them. Nature is still flinging out its branches in here; it is worked with, not worked 

over. And this slowly begins to feel like a strangely unhomely home. 

Yes, there’s a dark, uncanny quality lurking amidst the brightness. Animisms and 

inhabitations have a sinister side after all. And I’m beginning to detect a missing link, 

another angle on this jagged multi-peopled artwork. What I keep hearing, somewhere 

between Morris’s anxious ideological resistance to industrialization and Yanagi’s 

vaguely austere anonymous craftsman, are the voices of the folk or volk – those 

generations of European common people who typically dwelled in small settlements 

amidst large wildernesses, who for countless centuries practised variations on all the 

crafts seen here, whose traditions were mostly handed down orally, and who also 

populate (as spinners and woodcutters and tailors and weavers) the old stories we still 

tell as fairy tales today.22 Such folk, such earthy, crafty, practical, country-dwelling, 

magic-encountering characters are broadly familiar today even if we did not read the 

Brothers Grimm as children. They persist in films and popular culture, their uncanny, 

animistic dimensions warped but not entirely eroded. Yes, it is the voices of such dark 

characters that I hear emanating from this work – albeit twisted and inflected, thanks 

to the eye-popping synthetic colours, with newer, more psychedelic personae (which 

makes sense too, since the psychedelic era itself involved a revisiting of folkier ways of 

life). And, somehow, the fresh-from-the-dark-forest magic that hovers around these 

folk makes their homes and crafts seem simultaneously all the homelier, for they are 

proximate to that which they ward off – so any sense of respite and shelter is palpable.  

                                                

22 Indeed, Adamson points out that ‘craft resembles oral tradition. Its cultural value depends on a sense of 
continuity. It is no coincidence that the syntactical structures of craft and storytelling are closely parallel’ 
(186). 
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The ‘wildness’ I’m seeing in Gesamtkunsthandwerk could seem too quiet, too domestic, 

too small-scale to really warrant the term. But is it? Maybe, on the contrary – as Michael 

Taussig argues in Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild Man (1987) – our more grand and 

sublime concepts make of wildness a ‘handmaiden’ to order, a necessary opposite 

within a binary that ultimately serves the regime of order. Maybe (as described by 

Taussig in the epigraphs to this section) it is the wildness that enters in surprisingly 

everyday ways that avoids being tamed and mediated by order. Taussig explores how, 

in Colombian shamanic practices, wildness’s unilateral, heterogeneous force acts in the 

real world with a power all the more real for not being the grand or sensational, 

sublime or romantic wildness perceived by the colonists. Could the Grimm-ish air of 

being lost-yet-homeward-bound23 be in Gesamtkunsthandwerk held back from its 

civilizing dénouement (à la Disney) to convey a permanent state of passage and 

uncertainty that persists even within the home?24  

Having likened Gesamtkunsthandwerk’s storybook semblance of uncanny domesticity to 

some (equally mediated, retold and storied) European and South American folk 

traditions, we can also detour away from Western wilderness references and back to 

Yanagi to help us think in another way about wildness. Yanagi says, 

The pine block was so fresh that turning made a wet spray, which gave off a scent 
of resin. This perplexed me very much because it is against common sense in 
lathe work. So I asked the artisan, “Why do you use such green material? Cracks 
will come out pretty soon!” 

“What does it matter?” was the calm answer. I was amazed by this Zen monklike 
response. I felt sweat on my forehead. Yet I dared to ask him, “How can you use 
something that leaks?” “Just mend it”, was his simple answer. (Yanagi 122) 

A quick glance at Gamper’s delicate painting ‘in’, in turquoise, of the cracks on a tree-

stump and Yanagi’s sentiment is repurposed for us here. Gamper (if indeed it was 

Gamper’s hand) has ‘mended’ the cracks’ existence simply by loving them more, 

appreciating them and letting them be. Meanwhile Fritsch’s rings, looking as they do 

like lumpily rolled plasticine snakes – just loop it around and press the ends together! – also 

                                                

23 Fairytales scholar Jack Zipes confirms that in Grimm tales, as a general rule, ‘The protagonist always 
leaves home to reconstitute home’ (57). 

24 There is of course a romanticising, exotic quality that creeps in with these Germanic volk and Colombian 
shamanism references. But only once I name them. As with every other plane of this installation, our given 
perceptions and molar actualisations rear up only to be undercut, never-quite-arrived-at, as multiple other 
likenesses take their place. 
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appear nonchalant about the possibility of needing future mendings. Again, ‘wild’ 

matter is not entirely tamed but allowed to speak its ways while performing its human 

functions. 

Gamper pursues other lines too into the non-oppositional domestic-wildness I’m 

getting at. He takes machine-made, rational forms – the straight-edged geometries of 

formica off-cuts – and finds in them a kinship with crystals, with stars, with a wood 

grain pattern. He discovers how geometries we consider ‘modern’ are also forms of 

nature. And he shows that, if you just crook the lines a little, lines – nomad lines – are 

everywhere in nature; just as mountains are everywhere in these craggy, sloping 

furnitures. Via Gamper’s sandings and bevelings and chamferings these furnitures 

‘wear’ their own natures, are in their own ‘midst of things’ too. The crafter locates and 

opens up the milieu of potential associated with each manmade thing; finds an 

irrepressible wildness in their willingness to play with him, in the aliveness of their 

materials and in their propensity to return to more ‘natural’ states. His contemporary, 

hybridising interventions are a long way from the simple Zen-like craft practices 

championed by Yanagi, but through his embrace of the chance irregularities of his 

found materials he, like Yanagi’s craftsmen (‘their minds … free from any attachment 

to symmetry as well as asymmetry’ (122)), lovingly draws forth the wild natures of those 

materials, their own Zen thusness.  

With its uncanny craftings, its not-quite-tamed matter, its nomadic lines and forms and 

vitally vibrating colours, its shambolic everyday folksiness and midstness and thusness, 

this warm and cosy home at the same time feels thoroughly deviated. Wildified. 

Détourned.25  

                                                

25 As it happens, détourned houses already have a history here, are already part of the Taranaki ecosystem. I wonder if 
Gamper knows about Edgar Roy Brewster’s Norian or No Right Angles house – built in New Plymouth in the late 1940s 
entirely without the use of a ninety-degree angle. Wrote the autodidact Brewster: 

Nature has: 
No corners 
No errors 
No ends 
No fractures 
No self-starters 
No self-control 
Nothing independent 
The circle is spiritual. The square is material. 
Love is curved.  Hate is a straight line. 
A halo contains no right angles. The Cross has 12.  The swastika has 20. (Qtd. in Bartle n. pag.) 



SONG OF SEEING HANDS 

196   ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT 

 

Eggs, seeds  

Nearby, on the same wall as the last, another glass box containing more agglomerations 

of gemstones26 … These are far better than pebbles!27 … Attached not to metal, now, not 

to hoops and loops, but to each other and to metal findings – making them brooches of 

sorts. But primarily they are mounds, growths, accruals of minuscule stones. Clumps 

united by colour. A rusty-red chunky rainbow-shaped growth. A green-gold chain 

linkage bent at the middle, channeling a revolver. A lapis-turquoise-grey amoeba blob 

of teensiest gem specks. And one green-blue-pink array stuck not to each other but to 

a poorly cut little oval of white card, which is covered in scribbled pencil drawings of 

tiny egg-circles: a scratchy childlike depiction of a scattering of gems, or raindrops, or 

tear drops... The crystalline lumps here speak of a principle of addition, of growth or 

outgrowth. Such things don’t come in ones or twos; they are only multiple. They speak 

of the origins, the sources, of such precious stones – of the massive clusters I once 

stumbled over at a disused West Australian amethyst mine; of the seams hidden within 

rocks; and of the way crystals self-propagate from a seed.  

 

Bullet corner 

Square orange formica top. Square brown formica side panels (complete with 

unconvincing stripes of ‘wood grain’). Three planes of formica arranged to compose a 

table; two sides and a top; a table made of formica playing cards.28 Orange formica and 

brown ‘wood’ formica. But unlike the house of cards these formica faces have ‘sides’ 

too, they have thickness, three-dimensionality. Of course. There is always a corner, a 

fold, another plane, another layer, another angle, another space, another take; always 

this unfolding. A Kiwi retro table with one chair, saying, Let’s play Solitaire. 

And there’s a pattern in that orange table top – and a matching one in the chair. A 

kind of burn pattern, repeated. A round black abyss, surrounded by a lemony yellow 

halo that fades back out into the orange formica field. Three roundish black blobs, 

                                                                                                                                            

Foregoing both curves and right angles, Brewster created his own post-dualistic home: neither spiritual nor material, 
neither love nor hate. Perhaps the European Gamper, like Upritchard’s seeking figures, has here found himself spirited 
through time and space to a new wild home away from home. 
26 Figure 7C. 
27 Hänsel in ‘Hänsel and Gretel’ (Grimm 88). 

28 Figure 7C. 
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perhaps ten centimetres across, scattered over the table’s orange surface, and one more 

crawling down its ‘wooden’ brown side, like flat hypertrophied cartoon bulletholes. 

Cannonholes (for they’re much bigger on the chair). Yet these ‘holes’ do not interrupt 

the synthetic surface, it remains sleek and smooth and polished. Maybe they are burns 

– acid burns. As though something, not sandpaper this time but a chemical substance 

more suited to taking on the sheer artifice of formica, has been applied extremely 

sparingly. Just enough to erase the thinnest epiderm of orange, revealing – voila! – the 

layers of lemon and black beneath. A chemical peel for formica. A peel so subtle it 

doesn’t touch the actual substance, the materiality of the thing. A peel operating purely 

on the plane of colour. Or not a peel at all: an alteration; a transmutation. A 

rearrangement of colour molecules requiring neither addition nor subtraction, just a 

little virtual shape-shifting. Who knows? 

On the table, and on the wall too, some snakey knots of clay. Fired and glazed, sitting 

proud in their blobbiness, their stooliness (for they are like nothing so much as 

hardened fecal matter), providing a gooey, organic contrast to the formica in spite of 

their polished surfaces. 

THE BEAUTY OF THE MEAN – and how to get back 

There is no trace of intellectual consciousness in them, no artfulness, no 
hesitation or perplexity. As we study Yi pottery, we discover that its beauty is not 
that which is attained by eliminating ugliness but rather that which bursts out 
before the duality even occurs to man. (Yanagi 142) 

With acid or sandpaper or hacksaw, Gamper removes something that was there: 

surface veneer or tree-trunk rim or chair leg corners. But the removals aren’t violent. 

They’re loving. Like the removal of blinkers, of a gag, of shackles, of unasked-for 

constraints, of a straightjacket or a repressive regime – revealing a different order of 

value, a different aesthetic regime, a different relation to things. The ethos of erasure is 

equally an ethos of revelation. Each time one thing is erased, another appears. A truth 

of pine bark, or of formica. A depth. A history. A potential. Something that was left out 

in the cold now restored, recovered, revitalised. It feels freeing, it feels good. 

And I am drawn again to Yanagi – to my hunch that there’s a relation between his 

simple aesthetic and this seemingly more crazed installation. It has to do with the 

indistinguishable ‘both-and’ of Buddhism, that pursuit of a simplicity of action that 

precedes intellectual dualities. If we zero in on the small moment, the action of 
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sanding, we find the Zen moment – hinted at already in the loving (but rather 

overstated) turquoise appreciation of the wood’s cracks, but seen all the more in the 

way Gamper’s sanding process harmonises with the ways of the wood, adding nothing, 

just finding the pattern in the grain and letting it sing forth. But in the large, adhesive 

moments too, in the furniture generally, with its symmetrical/asymmetrical, 

geometric/biomorphic, organic/artificial nomad aesthetic, as in Fritsch’s and 

Upritchard’s loose imperfect modeling, there is a twisted, subverted whisper of the 

finely poised charm Yanagi championed. Here he describes that charm in relation to 

Sung pottery, where it 

arises from the treatment of the glaze, which has melted and yet is not melted, not 
melted and yet melted. This, in Buddhist phraseology, is the beauty of the Mean, 
although this Buddhist Mean must not be understood as that which lies midway 
between dualistic extremes: what it signifies is that the centre is everywhere, the 
circumference nowhere. (147) 

Yes, Yanagi stresses the unknown craftsman’s poise, his walking of that fine unstraight 

nomadic line that avoids any pole of any duality, but can weave the farthest poles of 

space and time together, here and now. The centre is everywhere – so perhaps this 

Buddhist mean is somewhere not so different from Bergson’s zone of indetermination, 

and Deleuze’s aberrant movement… there before any duality (and any molar 

perception) ‘even occurs to man.’ 

If you look closely at Upritchard’s figures you’ll see that they too (however 

inadvertently) in their own way accord with Yanagi’s description of the state beyond 

binaries: 

…the way the Buddha’s eyes are usually depicted in Buddhist painting as neither 
quite open nor quite closed, suggesting the features in contemplation. The 
intention is to betoken what lies beyond duality. …a more profound beauty 
results when they are depicted as being open and yet not open, closed and yet not 
closed. (146) 

And the sheer jagged exploding decentred all-over spatial multiplicity of 

Gesamtkunsthandwerk, coupled with its temporal both-ands, its repeals and 

restorations, achieves something of the same finely balanced non-dual state on a 

maximalist scale. But the Zen register is invited above all by the exhibition’s ‘unknown 

craftspeople’, the local weavers and woodturners, felters and potters – whose bowls 

and cups especially evoke Yanagi – collaborating with the show’s three international 
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artist-curators. It is they who come closest to bringing the ‘beauty of the Mean’ in 

Yanagi’s sense, with a ‘reticence… shibusa… characterized by… extreme simplicity of 

style, the result of the boiling away of all complexity’ (149). 

 I can’t help wondering whether Upritchard et al, in working with local craftspeople, 

were seeking to channel some of that simplicity, to funnel its traditional influence into 

their own more complex, rarefied, cutting-edge practices. For despite the cohesiveness 

of the whole assemblage, there remains a subtle division between the three ‘stars’ 

creating the show (and named in its promotion) and their invited local collaborators. 

After all, Fritsch’s rings don’t actually break and need mending. And Gamper is 

‘correcting’ his furnitures, restoring them to a Buddhist mean not before but after the 

duality has occurred. So – without any pejorative intent – I detect a certain parallel 

between this division and the distinction Yanagi draws between Korean and Japanese 

pottery: 

Here [in the Korean pottery], where the craftsmen do their work as a matter of 
course, is “the everyday mind” of the Zen Buddhists. … Here is the “everyday 
mind” of Zen: the craftsmen work “eventlessly”, whereas [Japanese] hakeme 
attempted by conscious artists is the product of the extraordinary mind in pursuit 
of beauty and is therefore by its nature “eventful”. The result is that Korean work 

is incomparably more beautiful than Japanese. (139) 29 

Not pejorative at all, because after all Upritchard, Gamper and Fritsch have knowingly, 

and admirably, presented these contrasts for our experience and contemplation, and 

because they operate in a different, more complicated world – but one which they can 

work to improve. A world whose dualities they can work, as ‘conscious artists’, to 

undo, if it is too late to ‘burstingly’ pre-empt them… A world they can at least work to 

reenchant (turning to Taussig’s more spirited, colourful vocabulary), if enchantment 

itself is lost, in: 

…a replay of a spirit world thought to be long since obliterated by … the 
“disenchantment of the world.” The spirit-force sacred is what I wish to reclaim, 
too. ... It is my belief that color, or rather the child’s view of color, will help me, 
yet I am aware that reenchantment is not the same as enchantment. (Taussig, What 
Colour 33) [my italics] 

 

                                                

29 Of course, in sharp contrast to Yanagi’s celebration of eventlessness, Deleuze, Massumi et al praise the 
event; and perhaps this encapsulates the difference between the two approaches perfectly... 
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BUCKET MOUTH  

Mounted much further down the same long pink wall is an old tin bucket.30 Affixed to 

the wall at eye height, its base is framed around the outside by four short stubby wood 

offcuts looking dangerously splintery. And this bucket’s mouth gapes open, showing us 

what it holds – a little pile of dully coloured stones at its base, its throat. These ones 

are not faceted as all the others were, but polished smooth and round and irregular, 

like riverstones. Not precious – for they are not encased in glass. Touch!, they say. 

Touch! Not rare, yet meaningful somehow, for they are mounted, displayed on the wall. 

Staring at them I travel backwards from an economic value of faceted, glass-cased gems 

to a fetishistic, spiritual value of handle-able, throwable, pocketable, hold-in-the-

mouth-able stones. Well thrown … But after all the stone came down to earth again. I will 

throw you one which shall never come back at all.31 … A continuum of commodification. 

The largest, flattest piece is white and quartzy, with rivulets, clouds and shadows. 

Another goldy-metallic piece is oblong with a flat sliced end. A residue of semi-

precious sediment in a tin bucket, sifted and abandoned yet kept. These stones 

memorialize other phases in the life of metal and stone, their point of entry into 

human circuits, their place in an economic, social and political history of mining and 

gold-rushes and mercantilism. These stones are not yet precious. But they could be. … 

Precious metal is hard to find, Down in the hole and down in the mine, And I dig my life away-

o32 … 

BEFORE VITALITY AND MATTER WERE DIFFERENTIATED 

In pursuit of the pre-differentiated world, Zen monks ask such questions as: … 
“How about an old mirror before it is polished?” or “How about a lotus blossom 
before it emerges from the water?” Translated into the realm of aesthetics, such 
questions become: “How about the time before the beautiful and the ugly were 
differentiated?” (Yanagi 138) 

I now emphasise even more how the figure of enchantment points in two 
directions: the first toward the humans who feel enchanted and whose agentic 
capacities may be thereby strengthened, and the second towards the agency of the 
things that produce (helpful, harmful) effects in human and other bodies. Organic 
and inorganic bodies, natural and cultural objects (these distinctions are not 
particularly salient here) all are affective. (Bennett xii) 

                                                

30 Figure 7D. 
31 The tailor in ‘The Valiant Little Tailor’ (Grimm 114). 

32 Lyrics from Woody Guthrie’s ‘Miner’s Song.’ 
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I am seeking, via Buddhist means and spirited tropes of enchantment or re-

enchantment, to grasp the disposition of undoing or avoidance that I feel in this space. 

Something is being avoided or undone, something that would manifest in a chair or a 

sculpture or a bangle as finish or finitude or closure. Either it was there and must be 

undone (Gamper slices a corner away and re-enchants the artifact), or is not yet there 

and will be precluded as per the pre-emptive, Buddhist logic of never-allowing-to-arise 

(Fritsch’s and Upritchard’s wobbly forms that desist from geometric or organic 

rectitude). What’s excluded is the ideal form and the ‘standard’ perception that wants 

to actualize itself at the sight of a chair, a ring, a person. 

Geometric machine-cut constructivist bits of formica are excluded as synonyms for 

modernist ideas of functionalism or streamlining or economic hegemony, but are now 

included as givens and founds from which to construct furniture. The paint that 

applied a certain idea of chair is sanded back (but not so much that the paint that was 

there is denied) to reveal the now-included woodiness. The shiny ring wears its now-

included tarnishability in place of an idea of luxurious polish. The gem announces its 

propensity to cluster in the Earth instead of in vaults and coffers as an idea of wealth. 

The figures perform their vulnerability, their temporality without classical, sublimating 

grandeur. Whatever was excluded for the old ideas to prevail is now included (wild raw 

nature in its many manifestations, laborious resource extraction, the aging processes of 

minerals, objects and people, entropy, human labour and frailty and mortality and 

hunger); what was excluded (all that embodied, physical wildness) is now reconfigured 

as potentiality rather than threat.  

Like Taussig these artists send wild chaos tearing through the givens of their world, re-

enchanting it. Like Bennett they rematerialise the vitality of things. In their way, they 

re-invest their objects with a whakapapa (genealogy), linking them back to the living 

earth. And they pause at Bergson’s pre-perceptual centre of indetermination33, disperse 

the centres everywhere, cover things with eyes, saturate objects with time, activate 

every-instant-whatever, render the excluded, invisible conditions visible, draw us back 

from the brink of projecting stable actual objects that would cast everything else into 

the pit of a Sublimely, Mysteriously, Transcendentally Imperceptible Outside (though 

we remember still the striations and orderings that have been avoided or undone, 
                                                

33 Although Bergson’s own vitalism may ultimately be too polarised (away from materialism) for the pre-
differentiation argument I’m making here, he nevertheless helps us think such predifferentiation. 
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those excluded ideal forms now haunting the space as memories). And they immerse 

us instead in the midst of a paradoxical everywhere, a private life of wildness, an 

unhomely home that includes us – each and every exhibition visitor – as the many-

centred, differently-sized, nomadic, imperceptibly shape-shifting strangers that we are. 

In this regard it strikes me as a work of hope, showing us that every time a 

conventional majoritarian idea or form or stereotyped likeness rears its head, threatens 

to actualize, it’s possible to pause in that incipient arising and turn a corner, change 

direction, derive, take a different path, follow a nomad line: 

the nomad line is abstract … precisely because it has a multiple orientations and 
passes between points, figures, and contours: it is positively motivated by the 
smooth space it draws, not by any striation it might perform to ward off anxiety 
and subordinate the smooth. The abstract line is the affect of smooth spaces, not 
a feeling of anxiety that calls forth striation. (A Thousand Plateaus 496) 

Yes, Fritsch, Gamper and Upritchard’s practices seem to grasp the fact that the 

abstract/nomad line is always ‘at the beginning’ anyway (497) – bursting out before any 

duality arises. And this awareness makes for a deceptively simple crafting strategy: 

don’t hide the fact. Let it be. 

 

kaleidoscope table 
A long surface, rectangular-ish, but in fact a nine-sided polygon.34 This surface – or 

table top – is composed of three adjacent planes. One irregular pentagon and two 

irregular quadrilaterals, possibly trapezoids, stuck together side by side: a greenish 

one, a reddish one, and another greenish one. The whole long plane sits on a set of 

tubular steel legs quite clearly snitched from another table or object.  

The adjoining side lengths match perfectly to form the nine-sided table. Yet none of 

these three large polygon planes is symmetrical, and none of their sides come together 

quite at ninety degrees; off-cuts, one might presume. But looking closer, we see that 

they can’t be offcuts, for they are themselves composed of ‘off-cuts’ – of many much 

smaller irregular polygons. As though the maker has been playing Tetrus, doing a 

jigsaw, with extremely random pieces. Random, irregular, irrational pieces that in fact – 

                                                

34 Figure 7D. 
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both the smaller polygons and the three larger planes – will do. Will do just fine. The 

table’s edge, though it angles in then out then in a little, is nevertheless a line. It 

encloses the table’s area seamlessly, unbroken. No pointy triangle corners protrude 

beyond that perimeter. Some basic (if itself slightly random) standard of usability has 

been met. This is still a crafted table, its wonky straightness rejecting excessive order, 

but not usability. Design détournement; not anarchy. 

And this whole buzzing kaleidoscopic cluster of polygons is materialized in formica. 

The mottled, stippled formica so familiar to New Zealanders, so ubiquitous on our 

1950s-60s-70s furniture: grey and white stipple; red and white stipple, green and white 

stipple, cream and white stipple. The stippling is the one soft, amorphous, blurred, 

depth-deceptive form in this flat field of straight edges and angles. 

It’s random. It’s wonky. It’s uneven. It zig-zags. It’s stubbornly asymmetrical. It’s 

strangely fitting. And sometimes – for this formica jigsaw approach is repeated on 

dining chair seats and side tables – sometimes, so many points (of triangles, 

rhombuses, parallelograms) meet that the effect is of a starburst, a radiating centre 

flinging out shards of energy. Sometimes the pieces line up to form pictures of 

unstable stacks of shacks, or leaning, creaking high-rise skylines. Sometimes they 

resemble textiles patterns – like the blue and white figure’s gingham, the Harlequin 

figure’s polychrome patchwork. And sometimes these shapes with their tireless 

capacity for accruing, accumulating, stacking and sprawling, resemble nothing so much 

as a vast conquering two-dimensional crystal – a fractal, fragmented, self-propagating 

flatland kingdom of polygons. 

The table has chairs around it – chairs that don’t match but do wear green and red 

formica patterns of their own. … Somebody has been sitting in my chair and has sat the 

bottom out of it! … On the table, four pottery vessels in unusual, hand-made shapes, 

vessels for liquids, for drinking or pouring from, simple, zen-like vessels awaiting 

hands to reach out and use them – awaiting hands to enjoy their hand-sized-ness. … 

Somebody has been at my porridge, and has eaten it all up!35 

                                                

35 The Little, Small, Wee Bear in ‘The Story of the Three Bears’ (Jacobs n. pag). 
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MODE(RNI)St AWAKENING 

All art movements tend to the pursuit of novelty, but the true essence of beauty 
can exist only where the distinction between the old and the new has been 
eliminated. (Yanagi 131) 

Many of the ‘raw materials’ for the furniture in Gesamtkunsthandwerk are products (and 

byproducts) of the rationalist, utopian, functionalist strains of Modernist design. They 

are parts and fragments and leftovers of machine-made Modernist items: the endless 

formica; the wood veneer; the tubular steel; the various modular, streamlined chair and 

table legs, the Saarinen-style tulip chairs, the Arnio-style hanging cane bubble chair. 

But they are not here as advocates for standardization, mass production, 

internationalism, space travel, or any of the other Modernist ideals that formed them. 

They are here merely as usable leftovers, conveniently modular readymade 

components with as-yet-untapped use-value. They are here as liberated materials, 

divested of their technological biases, diverted from their utopian paths, shedding 

ideals as they go. This is not to say they don’t still transmit the Modernist ideals they 

first embodied. But the transmissions are now repeatedly broken up, made to stutter 

by their partial and incomplete appearances, substituted, designified by their 

anachronistic fellow travellers, and by the anything-goes, devil-may-care syntax of their 

reassemblage. 

The uses to which these foundlings are now put, the new furnitures they compose, and 

the artifacts and animae they dwell with, in fact share a stronger lineage overall with 

the irrationalist, automatic, unconscious strain of Modernism. The rationalist and 

functionalist has been repurposed, recycled in an irrationalist vein in which polygons 

lose their symmetry (becoming-biomorph), lines go for long nomadic walks, chance 

plays its part, amoeba have eyes, sleek ultra-hygienic industrial forms are interrupted 

by raw felted dust-trapping upholstery speaking of animal origins, and provisional 

assemblages multiply.  

Fritsch’s finger-marked jewellery and Upritchard’s wobbly sculptures invoke 

Modernism in another (Giacometti-esque) register, via their whispered primitivism – 

that aesthetic idealisation of certain qualities and attributes (simplicity, coarseness, 

childlike innocence, closeness to nature, immersion in mystery and myth) supposedly 

abundant in Oceanic and African manual arts but lost to us ‘Westerners’.  
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This imputation of mystery and the demonic by the more powerful class to the 
lower – by men to women, by the civilized to the primitive, by Christian to pagan, 
is breathtaking – such an old notion, so persistent, so paradoxical and ubiquitous. 
In our day it exists not only as racism but also as a vigorous cult of the primitive, 
and it is as primitivism that it provides the vitality of modernism. (Taussig, 
Shamanism 215)  

Upritchard’s seeing-eye lamps also – though they (like the blown glass ‘potato’ 

sculpture atop of the bongs shelf) have something of a Bauhaus design style and are 

more Victorian poltergeist or even Commedia dell’arte than tribal mask – open onto that 

lurking primitivist animism. But it’s light, weightless, humorous, not burdened by any 

pretence to truth or mastery.36 

The scrambling of modernist registers in Gesamtkunsthandwerk does not result in 

chaos; as we have seen the space is as homely as it is wild, maintaining a delicately 

balanced distribution of kinds and scales and styles of object. Again, this exhibition is 

mending cracks (or returning to the moment before the cracks, precluding their 

occurrence): between rational and irrational modernisms; between love and hatred for 

technology; between machinic and manual, optic and haptic, industrial and folk art. All 

these poles are here transformed, de-polarised, approaching each other, becoming 

indiscernible, producing a functioning irrationalism: a workable, usable, practical, 

pragmatic, constructivist, dynamic magic.37 A both-and.  

In Deleuze and Guattari’s language, we could say the artists are collaborating on a 

middle way between smooth and striated spaces (since, for all its smooth spaces, we 

must admit that in its functionalism this artwork is far from Deleuze and Guattari’s 

nomad ‘gothic’ art). Thomas Lamarre (in the Massumi-edited A Shock to Thought) 

makes a similar argument regarding Heian calligraphy, whereby he notes the existence 

of a ‘masculine’ style, which ‘pacifies centres of motion, making them uniform from 

character to character, balancing the contractions and dilations of the heart aperture’ 

                                                

36 If their mended modernism is one of (temporally) expanded functionality (as I suggested at the outset), it 
is also one of expanding stories – the weight of bearing someone else’s truth-claiming story has been lifted 
off these things; they are freed and updated, speaking for themselves (and their longer histories) now. 
Again, I like to think these liberated material objects as restored taonga of sorts: ‘If a taonga does return 
after being launched by an earlier generation on a comet-like trajectory, it arrives home carrying an 
intensity of mana [prestige], tapu [sacredness] and k#rero [stories]’ (Tapsell 366). Though of course, for such 
an imputation to work, these objects would need a people of their own. 
37 The other crack being mended here is of course that between ‘craft’ and ‘art’; and it is timely to point 
out that taonga (sitting somewhere altogether different from both the Zen craftsmen and the handmaking 
volk) have always, originarily, been (in the anglicised Western jargon) both ‘useful’ and ‘magical’ – for it 
would be impossible to be one without the other.  
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(163) (and here I’m thinking of our easy recognition of the utilitarian objects in the 

room and their uncontroversial functions); and another style which  

seems to consist of a relaxation of the confines of the first; by shifts in speed of 
the brush [or hands], it allows each character’s centre of motion the autonomy to 
wobble with respect to others. It seems to enable a kind of cursification and 
abbreviation of the first. It does not simply come after the first, however. Its hasty 
traits could be seen as a recuperation of the child’s awkwardness with the 
unwieldy brush, or her impatience with complex characters. (163) 

Clearly Gesamtkunsthandwerk does something similar to all its objects, cursifying and 

abbreviating their functions, allowing them their singular wobblings and affective 

autonomies and sovereignties as things. Giving them back their stories, their many 

nomadic, falsifying stories, as told by the collective that is us – but preserving their 

usefulness too. Notes Lamarre: ‘Deleuze [attempts] to sustain the minimum of function, 

form, and so forth – whence chaosmos’ (165). 

So as we interact with these not-modern (but not postmodern) things, imagine using 

them and then sneakily use them, we feel dawning – instead of the modernist 

metanarratives – a thousand small stories of life. These stories, like the chairs, shimmer 

with likenesses, and are abstracted away from moralising, tradition-bound concretions 

(but also from any truth-value). We feel the positive motivation of these continuously 

varying abstract lines, we feel their own excitement with the smooth space they are 

drawing, the stories they are telling. The humour here – and there is plenty of it – is 

poppy and trippy and slapstick, not ironic or sardonic (in the postmodern register). A 

small but lively re-investment in the smooth-striated-smooth-striated lives of things 

and people has taken place.  

And there’s another concept-kit, another scrambling of Modernist registers or regimes 

that I’ve found myself reaching for throughout this chapter: that of the Situationist 

International (itself falling historically between the modern and postmodern eras). I’m 

thinking in particular of two things: the way the Situationists encouraged us to divert 

our ways of moving through space (to ‘derive’), consciously avoiding the paths laid out 

for us and thus re-programming our internally held sense of our relation to space – our 

psychogeography; and the related practice of taking already existing paintings, writings 

and so forth and altering them in such a way that they become distanced from what 

they were and offer something different to our seeing (détournement, defined variously 

as a ‘reversal of perspective’ (Knabb 8) and ‘essentially a form of plagiarism’ (Stojanovi!  
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28)). Gamper’s way with furniture is a style of détournement. Upritchard’s figures’ 

alternative uses of the furniture are kinds of derives (a concept not that far from 

Deleuze’s decentred, aberrant movement, which in my first Upritchard chapter had us 

seeing the art ‘remaining the same, but passing through different planes’ (Cinema 2 44)). 

The timbre of this ricocheting Situationist move away from Modernism is aptly 

captured in this account:  

the critique of functionalism… led them to… denounce the modernist architect 
Le Corbusier and to détourne his famous phrase that the house is  “machine for 
living” into their own interpretation: the “house as the machine for surprises.” 
(Stojanovi# 33)38 

Note that, like the Gesamtkunsthandwerk makers, the Situationist International did not 

want anarchy or non-functionality; they just wanted to shift our notion of what a 

desirable function was. Moreover, like Yanagi – to persist here in my habit of folding 

together distant vantage points – the Situationists preferred ‘unknown craftsmen’39 to 

the cult of the individual, generally choosing to operate as anonymous collective 

makers, writers, walkers, pamphleteers, graffiti artists, disrupters.40  

‘The internationaleries took upon themselves the immense and utopian task of 
reimagining collective subjectivity. That is, of redefining the very notion of utopia 
for … a time when the “colonization of everydayness” first took on an 
unconditional presence’ (38). 

As Fritsch, Gamper and Upritchard have also demonstrated, there’s nothing like 

multiple makers, a collective, to disrupt the plane of consistency of a dominant 

hegemony. (Though they are less radical too: their names retain top billing, just as the 

jewels still get housed in robber-proof cases.)  

And as with the Situationist International there is, in spite of everything, a utopian 

flavor lingering in Gesamtkunsthandwerk. A collectivist, constructivist, non-idealist, 

non-nostalgic utopia made functional, workable, useful, used; made present (if such a 

thing can still be called a utopia). Not nostalgic because all is not lost and returns are 

                                                

38 Much more of Stojanovi#’s discussion of the Situationist International and associated movements can be 
applied to Gesamtkunsthandwerk, for instance: ‘Their playful experimentation was deliberately conceived of 
as a reuse, recycling, or reversing of modernist productive and progressive ideologies …’ (28). 

39 ‘Sung potters were working in a world where identity is not of importance. In that world, no effort is 
made to express individuality through the medium of things; on the contrary, the aim is to produce things 
through the medium of man.’ (Yanagi 134) 

40 See for example the 1970 pamphlet ‘Do We Need Snyder For Poet-Priest?’, with the tagline ‘poetry for 
all or not at all’. 
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possible. Not a futurism, not an idea of the future, but a willingness to construct the 

distant future blindly and imperfectly, to tell our stories here and now, in the ever-

surprising midst of living.  

 

Buddham gingha  

Another little man, sitting on his behind with one knee out to the side, lotus style, the 

other bent up in front of him, foot planted firmly on the ground.41 His belly is on the 

paunchy side, his nipples a tad droopy, his bald head sinks neckless into puny 

shoulders, eyelids half closed. Yet he is alert and engaged – one hand gesticulates in 

front of him, thumb and two fingers raised, the fourth and fifth fingers folded 

enigmatically down. The other arm rests level with his belly, an oxidized metal bangle 

(or is it a ring from a human finger?) dangling from his elbow, its metal protrusions 

suggesting an ancient iron key-ring. I glimpse him unlocking giant grilled doors in a 

medieval monastery. … these open my strong boxes, which hold my money, both gold and 

silver; these my caskets of jewels; and this is the master-key to all my apartments. But for this 

little one here, it is the key of the closet at the end of the great gallery on the ground floor. Open 

them all; go into all and every one of them; except that little closet which I forbid you.42 … His 

eyes bulge a little as they gaze calmly, meditatively out from their hooded lids. His 

mouth is parted just enough to see his teeth, and half a hushed incantation hangs in 

the air, the rest of it poised behind those teeth, those intent fingers, ready to follow. 

This little man with his serenity and vague authority is entirely naked, and painted 

from head to toe in a dainty check of translucent white and shiny metallic blue. There 

he stays, mid-gesture, on an oblongish table with the crazy wobbling circumference of 

a twinned tree-trunk, next to a heavy flaking-gold-leafed object that might be an 

ashtray or a pair of scales, a birdbath or a fruit bowl. 

COLOUR BLIND: Uncivilisation & A reminoritised MAJOR culture 

the far away rubbed against the familiar, the primitive against the modern, the 
forest against the city, race rubbed against race in a magic-creating friction. These 
imputations of magic in Otherness enchant the medley of difference in a poetics 
of place and race that is no less political and economic than it is aesthetic. 
(Taussig, Shamanism 177) 

                                                

41 Figure 7E. 
42 Blue Beard in ‘Blue Beard’ (Perrault 38). 
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Both the large and the small objects in this space draw on predominantly Western 

forms, relate to a Western design history, and are arranged into Western domestic 

configurations. (We sit on chairs, not cushions on the floor. We collect and display 

things – in greater number than we’ll ever find use for – on shelves and walls.) With 

the figures too, even compared with Upritchard’s earlier Venice exhibition, there is a 

notable absence of reference to non-Western cultures (despite their many colours), and 

the modelling conforms, however ‘nomadically’ to the realism (in proportion, in 

human form) of Western sculptural conventions. Their features no longer feel 

Japanese, or African, and there is none of the tie-dyeing or screen-printing that lent 

the textiles an imported air, European ginghams and tartans and patchworks now 

being the predominant patterns.  

The craft practices and techniques represented here on the other hand – loom 

weaving, wool felting, woodturning, bronze-casting, pottery, glass-blowing – have a 

heritage extending far beyond Europe and the (contemporary, New World) West. Apart 

from glass-blowing, these are ancient techniques that evolved in many corners of the 

globe, and are hardly proprietary to the West. The earliest examples of metal casting 

are from ancient India; woodturning originated in Egypt (and we’ve heard from Yanagi 

about the Korean perfection of that art); Stone Age pottery has been found in China, 

Russia, Japan and the list goes on. Only the forms to which these ancient techniques 

and materials are now turned in Gesamtkunsthandwerk are ‘Western’.  

At the same time, the ‘dynamic form’ (returning to Massumi at last) of the exhibition as 

a whole – its revitalizing, reenchanting reanimation of things, its hauntings and 

possessions and inhabitations, its particular mode of falsifying all perceived forms and 

static ideas – has a lingering air of exoticism. For where do we Westerners look for 

likenesses of such a dynamic form? To the old and the other, to volk and Victorians, 

primitives and shamans – producing the latter (in the form in which we need them) for 

ourselves in the process.43 

In fact this artwork revives, in several ways, aesthetic signifiers of a peculiarly 

productive Western fascination with the ‘other’ (the primitivist echoes, the 

museologist’s display of clay bongs and pipes, the ‘exotic’ colours and unquestionably 

                                                

43 Which, to round out Taussig’s story (in Shamanism), is just what happened in Colombia – the shamans 
responding so well to what the colonisers needed of them that they became something other than what 
they were. 
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imported precious metals and gemstones, which even today carry an Age of Discovery 

allure). So it seems important to take up the question of culture head on. Perhaps it is 

just me, a sometime M!ori visiting an exhibition in Taranaki, thinking this. Or perhaps 

it is me, a sometime P!keh!/European, thinking this. Either way the cultural 

ramifications of this collection of artefacts matter to me. It’s an exhibition of ‘Western’ 

craft that subtly alludes to (Western) ethnographic exhibits of ‘non-Western’ craft (that 

display shelf again), only, the allusion is buried, for the shelf displays strangely a-

cultural or trans-ethnic items of ambiguous provenance, devoid of labels. Either these 

taonga are indeed stranded here without their k#rero, as taonga so often are, or we are 

catching someone in the act of producing themselves, producing their own culture – as 

Deleuze exhorts us to do: ‘what we have to do is catch someone else “telling tales”, 

“caught in the act of telling tales”. Then a minority discourse, with one or many 

speakers, takes shape’ (‘Mediators’ 125).  

Instead of yet another ethnography of an ‘other’, perhaps this shelf (and the whole 

room in its likeness to a museum diorama) collects and displays and ‘tells’ an auto-

ethnography of Westernness. The tables are being turned. Perhaps, by not displaying 

the typically ‘foreign’ and ‘exotic’ (including primitivist) objects against which the West 

so often defines itself, this collection forces Westernness to stutter and admit what it 

does not know, its own missing people, its own missing korero, its own minority. What 

do Western artefacts loo like? What do Westerners look like? As I stutteringly 

encounter these gaps and uncertainties, these anti-actualisations, is the Westerner in 

me encountering itself from the inside-out – am I experiencing from within its 

midstness the singularly hungry-for-mastery ‘bodily unconscious’ (as Taussig puts it in 

this chapter’s epigraph) of my own Western culture? It’s as though that other-

producing exoticising eye has been turned inwards at last and is seeing itself producing 

itself. And maybe (just as in Chapter 2 and 3 disorientation became an opportunity), 

that is strangely exciting, strangely liberating. Maybe this is an ethnography marked by 

what Nick Stanley calls an ‘instrumental rather than an archeological or museological 

interest’ (7); an ethnography of Westerners on the model of contemporary indigenous 

ethnography: 

There is a clear distinction between the European model of the museum as the 
repository for historic artefacts, and the future orientation that cultural centres 
such as these [indigenous museums] display. (7) 
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Certainly, given the inherited array of materials and styles here, coupled with the 

utterly novel assemblages the materials now appear in, the community housed (or 

displayed) by this abode must be a present or future community, not a past one. These 

makers and livers have landed up amidst the debris of modernity, postmodernity, 

progress, industry, and made use of that debris by noticing and appreciating its 

qualities. Not just making do, but unwittingly making good of the past. The space feels 

like post-Western civilization, a somehow thoroughly reworked and rehumbled 

Western civilization. An uncivilisation44, an indigenisation dare I say it, of Westernness. 

It has rid itself of fundamentalisms, both the religious and the rationalist, and returned 

to the heterogeneous multiplicity of an unexplained animism. What do its inhabitants 

believe? It has a light touch. Its inhabitants are humorous and good-humoured. They 

believe in life. Humble but vital practitioners of handcrafting, believers in traditional 

skills and in whatever signs of life rear their heads, focused on everyday concerns, not 

grand ones. Yes, volk, but volk who have lived through the 1960s; psychedelic volk, 

rainbow volk, free-love volk (and I can almost see the bus with the destination 

‘Further’45, as the Grimm stories begin tipping over into additive Beat style stream of 

consciousness poetics). 

Though it’s still tempting to dwell on the uncanny qualities in this room, the 

mysteriousness at work here is not heavy or deep or religious. And it’s certainly not 

the quality of evil with which … just about all colonists I know, white or black, 
paint the underside of the world – in tones melodramatic and mysterious in 
depth. It is this artistry of the uncanny and of the mysterious side of the 
mysterious that distinguishes their evocations in story and gesture from those of 
the Indians I know, wherein a rippling teasing sets the world on its oscillating 
course. (Taussig, Shamanism 343) 

                                                

44 I have borrowed the term ‘uncivilisation’ from The Dark Mountain Project: ‘a network of writers, artists 
and thinkers in search of new stories for troubled times. We promote and curate writing, art, music and 
culture rooted in place, time and nature’ (Kingsnorth et al, ‘Welcome’ n. pag.). The Dark Mountain view 
has some overlaps with my own: they ask what happens when our stories lose their meaning and offer a 
manifesto including the statement, ‘We believe that the roots of these crises lie in the stories we have been 
telling ourselves. We intend to challenge the stories which underpin our civilization’ (Kingsnorth et al, 
‘Eight Principles’ n. pag.); they recognise the need to return to a sense of place; and their most recent 
anthology is a collection of ‘post-cautionary tales’ (the very term evoking nicely the post-Grimmian voices I 
hear in Gesamtkunsthandwerk), defined thus by Akshay Ahuja: ‘A post-cautionary world is one in which 
you’re no longer scaring people or trying to assuage your own guilt—you’re just trying to live in the world 
that’s coming and letting your imagination expand into it’ (qtd. in Kingsnorth, ‘Book Four’ n. pag.). 

45 For that was the permanent destination of the acid-swilling Merry Pranksters’ bus in 1964, as described 
by Tom Wolfe in The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. 
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In fact, Gesamtkunsthandwerk shares as many qualities with Taussig’s Putumayo Indians 

as with his colonists (for surely if anything the uncanny here is a rippling, teasing one), 

as it shares everyday qualities with the Japanese and Korean unknown craftsmen, as it 

shares a rustic uncanny with folk/volk, as it shares a past-respecting, future-orientated 

ecological sustainability (or kaitiakitanga) with not only M!ori but many indigenous 

cultures – for all that its forms are culturally vague but vaguely Western. It’s as if a 

fusing has occurred and the onetime colonist – in putting away his collection and 

returning to making his own things, in looking away from the other, the primitive, the 

shaman, the Zen potter and back to his own world, his own daily life, his own people 

with their skin of every colour under the sun but no particular ethnicity – has finally 

discovered his own unexotic, teasing everyday magic. That colonist includes me too of 

course, and Fritsch and Gamper and Upritchard, and many of the visitors here 

composing their tales from the elements on offer as they ‘montage’ their way around 

this room like a diorama, like a film set.  

I seem to be feeling my way towards a proposition of a re-minoritised, re-sacralized 

Western material culture. A proposition of a non-dual sacred lurking in our objects, a 

sacred not weighted down by Taussigs’s ‘mysterious side of the mysterious’, not 

burdened by nostalgia or melodrama or romanticism or rigid perfectionism, nor by 

order or chaos, since the poles keep folding together… An everyday Western magic, 

that magic felt from the (Westerner’s) inside, that magic felt by children encountering 

spirits in lamps, magic beans, talking animals, enchanted forests (but less so by adults 

remembering such things). And this resacralized Western magic must of course be 

non-Western too, just as the Buddha’s eyes are both open and not open, and the Sung 

pottery glaze has melted and yet not melted. It must be a messy and irregular but 

functioning, enchanted chaosmos. It must be a sacred Western-non-Western magic 

discoverable, perceivable, before and beyond subject and object. If it’s magical enough, 

perhaps it can move us (and me, as a sometime writer of the West) beyond 

the shame with which writers of the ‘West’ so frequently seem to approach their 
interactions with the ‘non-West’… [and towards] the possibility of engaging in a 
‘form of writing that would be free of the shame of the post-colonial epoch, a 
truly postcolonial literature’. (Bignall and Patton 14 qtg. Bewes) 

If it’s magical enough perhaps it can encourage us scholars, 

[f]ollowing Deleuze’s lead… to embark on an affirmative postcolonial studies, one 
that is less anxiously preoccupied with the mechanisms and apparatuses of 
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European exclusion, perhaps, and more substantively engaged with the 
transformative potential of the ongoing encounters between Europe and the rest 
of the globe. (Chow 69) 

I don’t know if this artwork achieves such a thing; but it has led me to tell this tale of it, 

to join it in fabulating, however crudely, the loose abstract outlines of a people to 

come; while digging backwards, too, for these taonga’s inherited korero, to help me 

grasp, and invent, their relation to the people and places of their world. 

 

Rainbow smiler 

Where are we now? Is it another country? … No one will understand us or know what we 

want. Oh, no one will ever understand us again! 

This girl sways on her knees.46 She kneels not all the way down, Japanese style, but 

halfway down, her thighs making an angle to the floor. Not ninety degrees, no, but 

maybe sixty. She is skinny, puny, but long-limbed, and though fragile and waif-like she 

is not entirely weak. She too feels like a teenager, her body roughly moulded but 

bearing no signs of gravity. Her skin is the colour of an abbreviated rainbow, a pastel, 

feminine rainbow, the faintest of prisms. Pink at her feet, yellow at her groin and 

dangling hands, green at her rib cage and upper arms, mauve at her shoulders and 

purple at the crown of her head.  

She might be on her way up or down, but she might just be inclining the better to see 

something. I think she’s inclining the better to catch the sun’s rays. Her round, flat, 

high-cheekboned face beams a happy, squint-eyed smile, a smile with light and joy in 

it. Her head – the only part of her that’s clothed – sports a snug helmety skullcap with 

long flaps drooping down to her jaw; behind it, her ears stick out. A purple-crowned 

supplicant-princess in something approximating ecstasy. This beaming takes place on a 

shiny bright pink upside-down triangle table, the triangle’s apex wedged into a great 

big chunk of tree trunk.  

I think they will.47 

                                                

46 Figure 7E. 
47 Miss Flower, then Miss Happiness, in Miss Happiness and Miss Flower (Godden 2-3). 
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Ouroboros snake 

A raw slab of reddish wood (p#hutukawa? macrocarpa?), coffee table sized. In fact, it is a 

coffee table.48 Or seems to be. Four black spindly legs, matching but askew, each 

arising from floor to wooden table top at its own jaunty angle; all refusing 

perpendicularity. It has six sides: a hexagon then – but not the first hexagon that 

springs to mind49, for this one is long and narrow, like… a coffee table. And again, it is 

beveled at such daring angles that more than one outline appears when looking down: 

several two-dimensional polygons offer themselves simultaneously as the shape of this 

table top. 

The table’s broad planar surface, its top, is marked by two enormous knots in the 

wood: dark circles, heavily ringed, filling much of the table’s surface area. Around 

them, the lighter, redder wood continues ringing and swirling, like fingerprints do 

beyond their central whorl, weaving honey and caramel and auburn tones into a 

cosmic rippling. The two black knots with their concentric circles end – or begin – in 

two central vortices, from which they gaze up and out; two stunned, tired, cartoonish 

alien eyes. But these eyes and their depths are virtual, of course: the surface is sanded 

soft and velvety, and everything we see is on that same two-dimensional plane… even if 

that plane tempts us into inferences about what lies beyond and beneath it. 

And then there are the cracks, the indices, I am guessing, of expansion; of this wood 

slab’s (or its finish’s) exposure to heat and its gradual relinquishing of its composure 

and cohesion. The cracks, like stretchmarks, are long thin slivers, a mere millimeter 

wide but long long long, cutting out across the grain of the wood, across the rings; 

slivers that reach slenderly across and outward yet also threaten to open wider, tearing 

everything apart. Each little crack, even the tiniest hair of a line that as yet has not 

opened, is brightest turquoise blue.  A dot of the same blue marks the dead centre of 

those two knotty eyes: a blue abyssal pinprick sending out ligneous radiowaves. 

And on this table there sits a snake! A leaden silver snake, roughly sculpted (as a child 

would with plasticine) and arranged in an eternal figure-of-eight (asymmetrically, so 

that one loop is much larger than the other). The snake is eating its own tail. Not 
                                                

48 Figure 7E. 
49 A riposte, then, to Brewster’s Norian house (see n.25), which did not go far enough. It repudiated right 
angles – but not symmetry, not regularity. A riposte to our own assumptions, perceptions, preaccelerations 
for that matter. 
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swallowing it, Ouroboros style, but biting down sideways across its tip; thus invoking 

but disrupting the completion that Ouroboros symbolises50. Just above the bite, a 

human-size gold ring encircles the tail like a tourniquet. It doesn’t feel at all like a 

monument, like something designed to commemorate high ideals, ancient truths... It 

seems more like someone felt like making a snake... inadvertently dragging its 

associated symbols, ideals or truths down to earth in the process. 

No sooner had it touched his tongue than he heard a strange whispering of little voices outside 

his window. He went and listened, and then noticed that it was the sparrows who were 

chattering together …. Eating the snake had given him power of understanding the language 

of animals.51 

The cartoonish snake lies there, the two loops of its body overlapping the two knot-

eyes of the table. And just there, where the tail gags the mouth and the forked tongue 

protrudes, an array of those turquoise cracks spray out over the wood as if from the 

snake’s mouth, comically punctuating the event. 

PIECE BY PIECE: TOTAL, HYBRID, FRACTAL, SMOOTH 

Today the potency of art is not to be found in its claims of newness but in its 
attention to the politics of renewal. It is out of the ruins of modernity rather than 
the visions of yet another modern Utopia that the possibility of hope is explored 
in art. Artists increasingly use the material that can be found on the scrap-heaps 
of everyday life, but also appropriate techniques and media forms which are part 
of popular culture. The disappearance of a distinct visual edge between art and 
ordinary objects, or the artist’s work and domestic practices in storytelling points 
to a critical shift away from the spectacle and into the domain of the experiential. 
The role of the artist is now caught in a tricky web that criss-crosses between the 
task of translating, the gathering of disjointed fragments, and the making of 
meaning from the diverse histories that co-exist within the entangled codes of the 
present. (Papastergiadis 14) 

In everything, a handcrafting. In everything, a studied imperfection. In everything, a 

materialized presence of past and future, of virtual made actual, of imperceptible made 

perceptible, of energy rediscovered betwixt form and matter, of inclusions and 

exclusions spinning, centres multiplying. In everything, a profusion of stunning colour. 

                                                

50 ‘The alchemists, who in their own way knew more about the nature of the individuation process than we 
moderns do, expressed this paradox through the symbol of the Ouroboros, the snake that eats its own tail. 
The Ouroboros has been said to have a meaning of infinity or wholeness.’ (Jung par. 513) 

51 Excerpt from ‘The White Snake’ (Grimm 98). 
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In everything, an irregular, crystalline geometry. Gamper’s parqueted formica and 

veneers, fitting together meticulously despite their odd shapes, jewel-like, in beautiful 

synchrony with Fritsch’s more literally crystalline gemstone compositions. 

Upritchard’s surface painting of figures in gingham, patchwork or Harlequinesque 

squares attesting also, in its way, to this allover, additive design strategy, taking the 

organic-geometric from its processual role as a constructive operator to a more surface, 

metaphorical, visual role. This symbolic geometry is most symmetrically, squarely 

present in the woven blankets, whose patterns  – as a pure necessity of their making 

process – are the most regular thing here. (They are also the most foldable, 

scrunchable thing here, so even their square planes are prone to swift recomposition.) 

Even the walls of the gallery are painted with subtle polygonish forms. 

Thus everything is connected from scale to scale by this one, quietly fractal, expansive 

smooth space of form and colour; and these formal relays of geometry and hue seem to 

also fold in on themselves, carrying across the scales and planes and plateaus of the 

work something deeper, something invisible, something else intrinsically shared. A 

process of growth, of unfolding, of evolution is becoming visible, weaving itself into 

being. A modus operandi. A guiding spirit. A crystalline ethos of producing and 

producing, building and building, expanding and expanding, unfolding to include 

whatever it finds. Both-and. But it’s a non-territorialising expansion, a non-totalising 

totality, a non-assimilating colonisation, in that whatever is included is asked to retain 

and express its singularity, its own past incarnations and future potentials, its own 

milieu. It is asked to speak for itself. The mode, the spirit, the ethos, is not something 

abstract imposed from the outside. It’s an intuitive practice of trust, respect, feeling 

your way, building together iteratively. It’s something discovered in the materials, in 

the relationship with the materials and the indexical relationship with everything else 

that they’ve been a part of – something multiple with many entry points... which 

applies equally to the virtual paths and tales one follows through the work. A human 

ring becomes a snake’s tourniquet. A human bangle becomes a little person’s keyring. 

A lamp becomes a looking spirit. A chair becomes a poltergeist conductor. The scale 

shifts. The rings in the cases have their own miniature, fingernail-sized cups (for them 

to drink from?). The jewels become mini many-eyed creatures. Everything takes its 

turn at being the medium, including myself now called into being by my mediated 

stories. The medium sized thing, the medium through which the crafting occurs, the 
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medium through which the everyday-universal spirit flows. Many planes are held 

together in coexistence, not swamping each other but preserving each other’s comical 

everyday wilds in a crystalline dialectical image of chaosmotic shared functionality – 

folding inward and folding out again differently, repurposed and repurposed again. A 

living ecosystem, breathing with one angular, fragmentary, nonlinear, tactile, 

technicolour breath. An intricately crocheted thing, some gossamer thread invisibly 

weaving its preemptive, enchanting magic through the whole: ‘in the cracks and 

swerves, a universe opens out’ (Taussig, Shamanism 441). And that gossamer thread is 

not just the abstract line wielded by this collective of makers, it is us nomads too, with 

our enchanted stories, our seeing hands and our touching eyes. 

tactility – the way the color dissolves the visual modality so as to become more 
creaturely and close, so close in fact that the image – or what was the image – 
becomes something which can  absorb the onlooker. (Taussig, What Colour 19)  

The idea of contested stories and multiple discourses about the past, by different 
communities, is closely linked to the politics of everyday contemporary 
indigenous life. It is very much a part of the fabric of communities that value oral 
ways of knowing. (Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies 33) 

The perfect square has no corners. (Lao Tsu 43; ch. 41) 

 





 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

Daniel Crooks. Static No. 12 (Seek Stillness in Movement). 2010. Stills. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8A 

Daniel Crooks. Static No. 12 (Seek Stillness in Movement). 2010. Stills. 
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… the self becomes part of that which is seen, not a sovereign transcendent … 

—Michael Taussig 

 

 

6  斜飛勢  Flying Oblique1 

In a small square paved grey concrete courtyard – a courtyard with straight paths leading 

away from each of its four sides, creating a quatrefoil – a white-haired Asian man, gravely 

practising t’ai chi… anonymously uniformed in short-sleeved button-down brown shirt, grey 

dress pants and black shoes, he could be anyone… and he could be anywhere…  

                                                

1 My titles (and their numbers) are selected from the names of the traditional 108 forms (a sequence 
numbered 1-108) of the Wu-family style of t’ai chi, in the Shanghai translation – although I don’t know 
which style the man is practising and have selected this style and this translation out of sheer poetic 
preference; a falsification of sorts. I’ve nevertheless tried to be true to their singularity as cultural forms, 
by including the names in their Chinese characters too, and italicising untranslated terms. Likewise, I’ve 
preserved the voices of the classical Chinese texts that inform t’ai chi (the Tao Te Ching (Lao Tsu), the Art of 
War (Sun Tzu), the ‘Song of Striking Hands’, the ‘Song of Sparring’, the Yang Family Forty Chapters… 
albeit in translation) as stand-alone fragments, dispersed in bracketed italics throughout this chapter. I 
have constrained myself to preserve these things untouched as far as possible, letting them alter my text, 
my movements, without altering them. These are the voices calling out to me from this artwork, the voices 
I’m straining to hear through the layers of translation; the voices that should inform my theorising but 
don’t since that would require another lifetime’s training. For the reader, these unannounced voices may 
be slightly disruptive and ungrounding, but I know no better way to stage that encounter. 

I have also, through the alternating italicised/unitalicised sections, highlighted, rather than overriden, the 
distinction between art descriptions and theoretical commentary (as I did using colour in the previous 
chapter). And in the descriptive parts I have adopted a repetitive use of the ellipsis instead of full stops 
and capitals, thus avoiding the stop-start of individual sentences and instead distributing a smoother and 
more fluid flow of energy and movement through the text – in a kind of translation of the t’ai chi man’s 
transfixing, meditative movement. So the descriptions unfold in rhythm, pace and synchronicity with 
Crooks’s video work, ‘sticking to it’ and echoing the visual montage with my written montage – while my 
commentary interrupts the flow, as a viewer’s subjective responses do, bringing my position, my views, to 
the overall perception being created between me and the work.  
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… the courtyard’s radiating rectilinear symmetry, neatly trimmed grass perimeter and, beyond 

that, low border of verdant boxy hedges, whispers distantly of Versailles… behind the 

courtyard and its hedge backdrop, a partial view of a large red-brick building studded with 

white bricks, its arched double doorframe and ornamented window hood molds… the mixed 

architectures of the building evoking a primarily English history, while the white vasiform 

balusters of the balcony bring Italy in too 2… but for the most part we don’t see the building… 

… it is severely cropped by the image frame and concealed from view by the hedge... the 

geometries of the courtyard and its grassy border are not fully visible either, for the camera sits 

to one side of the sightline that would logically run down the centre of the courtyard, out the 

back path, through the gap in the hedge and up the steps towards the building’s entrance… our 

gaze cannot flow in accordance with the site’s desires, for this camera is not playing that 

game... it eschews the horizontal and vertical planes molding the physical environment, and 

finds an alternate composition with a preference for the airy diagonals that leap through space 

from molded apex to molded apex and flattened surface to flattened surface of the site…  

…none of the distinct manmade structures here are entirely given to view; so instead of settling 

our eye travels from the closest corner of the courtyard to the nearest trimmed hedge edge to the 

far top corner of the partially-given doorframe, then back to the one thing that is in full view: 

the achingly slow, elegant, endless flow of the man’s body in its corner of the courtyard… 

… he leans and steps, reaches and sweeps, turns and stoops, enfolds and expands in a smooth 

perpetual motion that never pauses, never stumbles, never speeds up... his consistency of pace, 

the inertia of his body, is so perfected it must surely be coming from some force greater than one 

man’s will… he could be immersed in an invisible body of heavy water, or in the dense gravity 

of a Jupiter… but simultaneously, we feel that the movements are all his own, conducted with a 

unity of purpose and a composure that finds completion in the direction of his gaze…  

… these movements draw attention inwards, towards a calm, poised centre, but also outwards 

to the world, with which they appear to be conversing, engaging, interacting… a hand reaches 

out as though in appreciation of some distant tree or horizon, tracing its contours with a 

pointing motion, a cupping motion, a smoothing motion… but before that gesture is finished the 

other hand joins in and the two together are now shaping an unseen ball of energy directly 

before the man’s heart… then again the palms will turn and raise, facing outwards, greeting or 

                                                

2 The footage was in fact shot in a Shanghai park (Allen n. pag.); and the finished work was watched by me 
at Two Rooms Gallery in Auckland, Aotearoa-New Zealand. 
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deflecting the approach of an imagined other human… the deliberate, indivisible flow reaches 

in and out, acknowledges and relates to a surrounding world of endless flux yet is utterly 

contained…  

…and all the while, a slow droning audio assemblage of drawn-out organ tones interspersed 

with odd quiet twangs and plinks echoes the meditative tranquility and discipline of the man’s 

slow slow motion… 

(Thirty spokes share the wheel’s hub; It is the center hole that makes it useful. Shape clay into a 

vessel; It is the space within that makes it useful. Cut doors and windows for a room; It is the 

holes which make it useful. Therefore profit comes from what is there; Usefulness from what is 

not there…3) 

8  白鶴亮翅  White Stork Flaps Its Wings  

… then – now – out of nowhere a new timbre, windy and echoey, insinuates itself into the 

soundscape…more synthetic and less musical than the layered organ chords, this high thin 

overtone descends through indistinguishable microtones, delivering a stealthy on-rush, the swift 

quiet arrival of a different element to the proceedings... the electronic quality of this new voice 

lending a subtly sinister note, a space-age science-fiction dimension, a premonition of alien 

invasion… and now it is punctuated by a sharp cymbally jangle, and the t’ai chi man quivers 

an unearthly quiver and – never interrupting the smooth constant flow of his limbs – begins to 

divide… 

10  手揮琵琶 Hand Strums the Lute 

A splitting open of the film of the visible, the smooth skin of… of what? What splits 

open? The artwork? The projection? The visible? The man? Our eyes? Reality itself? 

We’re not yet sure. A cracking open, an unexpected splitting in an image we didn’t 

even know we were taking for granted. This first moment, this split-second of change 

in the order of things, is miraculous. In the same stroke, it strikes us open too. An 

impossible, world-changing mutation, a deviation away from how bodies behave – from 

how they seem to behave and how they are known to behave. An aberrant movement, a 

                                                

3 Lao Tsu 13; ch. 11. 
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clinamen,4 steering the atoms of the work’s universe off in a new direction. A visible 

rent in the fabric of the universe.  

A rent causing us to shudder, for despite its purely imagetic existence it feels utterly 

profound, unthinkable yet real, something like those far graver rents wrought by atom 

bombs and hydrogen bombs. Depending on how you think about it, it could almost be 

the same rent. And I find myself returning to M!ori Marsden’s description of the atom 

bomb to his Ng! Puhi5 relatives (last seen in relation to Alex Monteith’s planes and 

their challenge to the visible order of things): 

One of the elders, who had of course heard of the atom bomb asked me to explain 
the difference between an atom bomb and an explosive bomb. I took the work 
hihiri which in M!oridom means ‘pure energy’. Here I recalled Einstein’s concept 
of the real world behind the natural world as being comprised of ‘rhythmical 
patterns of pure energy’ and said to him that this was essentially the same 
concept. He then exclaimed “Do you mean to tell me that the P!keh! scientists 
(tohunga P!keh!) have managed to rend the fabric (kahu) of the universe?” I said 
“Yes” … (Marsden 57)  

And it feels like Crooks’s artwork is suggesting that t’ai chi, too, can rend the fabric of 

things. In t’ai chi, as with atom bombs, we are dealing with the art of war. In t’ai chi, as 

with atom bombs, that art is conducted first at the level of unseen or invisible forces 

(If he does not move, I do not move. If he moves imperceptibly, I move first.6) 

For his part Crooks also, in this inciting moment of his video artwork, makes a surprise 

attack on his viewer. Already we are unbalanced, disarmed, undone. Feeling 

something, perhaps, like what karate master Masutatsu Oyama would have felt upon 

finding himself defeated – the first and only defeat of his life – by the elderly and frail 

Mr Chen, a practitioner of t’ai chi.7 

                                                

4 The Roman philosopher Lucretius (line 216) described the clinamen thus: ‘As the atoms are falling 
straight down through the void owing to their weight, at undetermined times and places they swerve a 
little with just the smallest change of direction.’ Michel Serres in The Parasite expands the notion: 
‘Irreversible time begins with the parasitic noise, with fluctuation, with the clinamen; it flows in one 
direction. … In the white space I spoke of above, an atom of disorder, an atom of relation, is enough for 
the movement to start’ (186); which is exactly what we hear and see here at the beginning of Static No. 12 – 
an atom of disorder, enough for the (second-order, aberrant) movement to start. 

5 Ng! Puhi is one of Marsden’s tribal affiliations. 

6 ‘Song of Striking Hands’ 16.  

7 A legend that is hotly debated on the internet amongst t’ai chi and karate bloggers concerns karate master 
Masutatsu Oyama (d. 1994). He is, apparently, reported in Karate Baka Ichidai (Kajiwara, Tsunoda and 
Kagemaru), a 1971-77 manga or Japanese serial comic based on Oyama’s life,  as admitting to only one 
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13  抱虎歸山  Tiger and Leopard Spring to the Mountain 

… at the t’ai chi man’s centre, at the t’ai chi pole running from his crown to his lower tan 

t’ien8 and beyond, a seam opens and opens again and begins to widen, his Conception Vessel 

and his Governing Vessel9 thickening, the two halves of his body (right arm and leg; left arm 

and leg) stretching away from each other while his torso thickens and spreads, discovering 

more of itself, and more brown shirt and grey pants with which to clothe this growing self… 

torso and shirt and pants throwing out more and more of themselves, in complex planar 

spinarets… on the spot the man has invented a capacity for asexual reproduction…  

17  攬雀尾  Grasp Bird’s Tail 

And as I pause, look down, put my pen to my paper to record this much, things have 

already altered again. I can’t write it, this endless motion. The stopping and starting 

and shifting gears of the writing process only interrupts the flow. The rhythm of 

writing itself (at least, or especially, in English) is at odds with the metrelessness of his 

movements. It shouldn’t have to be like this. Does it have to be like this?10  

                                                                                                                                            

defeat in his entire life – at the hands of a t’ai chi master. According to the story, Oyama travelled to Hong 
Kong to challenge Mr Chen, a great t’ai chi master but by then a frail old man. Mr Chen accepted Oyama’s 
challenge and proceeded to divert and neutralise all the karate attacks Oyama delivered, in turn counter-
attacking with such force and speed and accuracy that (the story goes) Oyama could not believe they were 
coming from a man of this age and physique. Eventually, having exhausted all his techniques and seeing 
no sign of fatigue in the old man, Oyama gave up – whereupon ‘Mr Chen laughed and thanked Oyama for 
giving him such a great workout’ (Loeffler n. pag.). This story was reported as fact in the Wikipedia entry 
for t’ai chi ch’uan when I read it in 2012. However, when I revisited the site more recently it had been 
removed. For a full version, and ensuing forum discussion, of the story see ‘Taiji and God Hand – Fact or 
Fiction’ (Loeffler). 

8 The tan t’ien in Chinese anatomy refers to the body’s energy centres, of which we have three: ‘the lower 
Tan Tien (in the abdomen, the seat of awareness), the middle Tan Tien (the heart, the seat of 
consciousness), and the upper Tan Tien (behind the mid-eyebrow point, the seat of Shen, or spirit)’ (Chia 
8). The lower tan t’ien is the ‘primary energy centre of the body,’ the ‘elixir field’ that ‘gathers and contains 
the healing power of Chi’ (3).  

9 In Chinese anatomy, vessels are similar to meridians: ‘The Conception Vessel runs along the front 
midline of the body from the perineum up to the mouth, where it connects to the Governing Vessel. The 
conception vessel distributes yin qi throughout the body and is known as the sea of yin’; ‘The Governing 
Vessel runs along the rear midline of the body over the spine from the sacrum and into the mouth, where 
it connects to the Conception Vessel. The Governing Vessel distributs yang qi throughout the body and is 
known as the sea of yang.’ (Barea 141)  

10 Perhaps there are Chinese literary forms – perhaps the form of the ‘Song of Striking Hands’, or of the 
Tao Te Ching (Lao Tsu) or the Art of War (Sun Tzu) – that come closer to reflecting the motions of t’ai chi, 
but they are unreadable by me (in their original language), unpractised by me, and untranslatable (no 
doubt) to a thesis-friendly format. Then again, perhaps they don’t come any closer. Perhaps the 
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(Look, it cannot be seen – it is beyond form. Listen, it cannot be heard – it is beyond sound. 

Grasp, it cannot be held – it is intangible. These three are indefinable; Therefore they are 

joined in one. ... The form of the formless, The image of the imageless, It is called indefinable 

and beyond imagination.11)  

20  倒�猴左右三度  Fall to Repulse Monkey Left and Right Three 

Times 

… it’s not just that the man is stretching; he multiplies… as the distance widens between the left 

half of him and the right half of him, we see new slivers of head and torso pouring forth from 

the place where the crack first opened, pouring forth to fill the endlessly widening gap between 

left and right, which, since it fills and fills, never actually becomes a gap... this stream of 

doubles or multiples pulls away out of the right-half-man, and spills into the left-half-man… 

but it all happens so fast… after a moment, this stream of men stops flowing from the right, the 

man-multiples finish pouring over to the left, the little second head that had been forming on 

the left becomes a detached blob, dwindles in on itself and – pop – disappears… and what’s left 

is again one t’ai chi man – his moves flowing on calmly and seamlessly – with an impossibly 

broad, distorted torso, little legs and little arms perched at its four corners, and one head sitting 

off to one side… SpongBob SquarePants springs to mind… this whole strange body still 

perfectly synchronized, attuned, harmonious, coordinated, serenely conducting its esoteric 

dance –  

25  海底針  Needle at the Bottom of the Sea 

The image was haunting from the outset, even before the deviations from everyday 

perception began. The simple fact of framing for our viewing a lone man practising t’ai 

chi in a secluded setting arouses a flood of soothing affects. The man’s apparent 

mastery and artistry relax us further. Nothing about his performance jars, we feel 

confident in his ability and his commitment to his practice, we expect no false moves, 

we trust him. The slow soundtrack devoid of melody echoes the smooth timeless 

evolution of his movements, coaxing us further into relief, calm, restfulness, peace. 

Our nervous systems settle, tuning into this new pace of things, and our minds also 

                                                                                                                                            

disjunction is not between Chinese and English literature, but between written language and the 
movements of life itself. 

11 Lao Tsu 16; ch. 14. 



 

DANIEL CROOKS’S STATIC NO. 12   227 

settle, lapping more quietly on the shores of our thoughts – and lapping on the shores 

of more cosmic thoughts – wetting the edge where affect tips over into concept, where 

sublime feelings or sacred feelings become a wondering about the nature of the 

sublime or the sacred. Yes, our minds and bodies settle, and feel themselves feeling 

settled, and feel the grounded vertigo of subject-object blur. It’s not just the quietude 

and the decelerated pace doing this, nor is it the knowledge that we are witnessing a 

spiritual discipline of sorts. It’s the impenetrable mystery of the movements wearing 

out and benumbing our analytical minds. We see a higher language at work, but we – 

the majority of us at least – cannot decipher it. 

26  扇通背  Play Arms Like A Fan  

The mysterious movements are indecipherable – and yet. They have detectable 

qualities and emphases, attributes and attitudes. They trace and point, make cupping 

motions and smoothing motions. They start here and go there. They betray trajectories 

traveled by couplings of body and world. A system of manoeuvres by a body, 

manoeuvres engaging the space around that body, manoeuvres speaking of a gentle, 

fearless relationship with the world, manoeuvres proposing whole series of 

unperturbed ways to respond to and interact with phenomena outside of the body. A 

system of manoeuvres simultaneously expressing phenomena – thoughts? feelings? 

desires? needs? – arising within that body. Manoeuvres whereby such phenomena are 

somehow waylaid, nipped in the bud, gently caught and guided onto sure, measured 

paths from inside to outside. Like the ball slowed and deflected by a skilled hand or 

foot, what force remains in these phenomena is channeled onto a safe, true course. 

The difference here between internal and external causes, internal and external 

interlocutors, is hard to discern. The moves are directional, relational, they express a 

constant process of orientation, they evince a force and a flow. Oblivious to any 

agential subject and passive object/environment (or vice versa), this force or flow seems 

to have taken itself by the hand, to be guiding itself through the fog of – presumably – 

neurons, cells, viscera, arteries, organs, bones, tendons, sinew, muscle, tissue, skin, 

airways, meridians, breath, jing, chi, shen12, atmosphere, space, time… Or, for that 

matter, through the fog of two-dimensional pixels.  

                                                

12 Jing, chi and shen are the ‘three treasures’, ‘three jewels’, or three types of internal energy according to 
Chinese anatomy: ‘Traditionally in China, the human being has been viewed as an integration of three 
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There’s a sense of choreography, of determinism, to the movements too. The hand-

taker, the leader, knows which way to go. Are these movements shaping a certain kind 

of world as they are unfurled? Is a whole world conjured up around this practice? (And 

I immediately wish to answer myself: Yes it is. A Tao world of high-low, yin-yang flows, 

which we must not resist but rather follow, since we are but a microcosm of that 

world.) Do these mysterious charismatic manoeuvres exist only for the world of their 

making, have meaning only unto their self-made world? Or would they be potent 

amidst the chaotic motion of modern outside-world or real-world encounters too? 

(Two answers: As a martial art, yes, t’ai chi in its fast, push-hands (opponent-facing) 

form, is powerful. As a practice, an art, an ethos, a modus operandi, a strategy, a 

protocol, even a philosophy, perhaps yes also – but that remains to be seen.)  

And even as I find myself – ignorant t’ai chi spectator that I am – wondering at the 

possible solipsism of this practice, I am struck anyway by the boldness with which new 

moves keep coming – by the very real quality, after all, of their unfolding. The way this 

life, like all life, just keeps striking out on a limb. And this sheer boldness, and the 

theme of orientation, and the self-propelling flows, and the affect of haunting 

equanimity, are only amplified by the second layer (momentarily forgotten, so 

absorbed was I in the ongoing t’ai chi), Crooks’s layer, of cosmic movement practice. 

27  翻身撇身捶  Parry and Punch 

…and still the cell divides, not pouring now, just horizontally stretching: a full second torso 

pulling away from the first, with a head of its own, and arms performing their own 

manoeuvres. Four arms now and two heads – but still held up by just one pair of legs. From 

SpongeBob to the flicker of a conjoined twin configuration, but swiftly on again as another 

being, or semi-being, emerges on the heels – or from the heels – of the last, with another head 

and another pair of arms… 

29 上步攬雀尾  Step Up Grasp Bird’s Tail 

Still writing cannot keep up. I pause in my viewing, look away, mentally still the t’ai chi 

man’s metamorphosis long enough to write something down about it – and miss what 
                                                                                                                                            

increasingly subtle fields: jing or Essence, the dense bodily form that interacts directly with the outside 
world; qi [chi] or Energy, the breath that animates that form; and shen or Spirit, the extremely subtle mind 
or consciousness that permeates both the body and its functional energy.’ (Mroz 59) Jing, chi and shen are 
associated respectively with the middle, lower and upper tan tien. 
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happens next. Always missing the movements. For the artwork in the gallery offers no 

such pause, it demands total, devoted attention. Every time I look away, I cut my 

connection with that flow of change, freezing in my mind’s eye the last configuration I 

saw. Each time, I find myself searching for new associations, metaphors, likenesses, 

categories of species or body or action with which to describe my frozen mental 

picture. And right there I fail to describe the work’s own dynamism and describe only 

my fossils of visual memory.  

(Before receiving there must be giving.13 

The sage never tries to store things up. The more he does for others, the more he has. The more 

he gives to others, the greater his abundance.14) 

Like a t’ai chi novice I fail to remain attuned to the other’s preaccelerating movements. 

The stills that the work becomes, through my descriptions, are not the work at all, but 

conspiracies of language and memory. How to write the work in its own moment, 

without the relays to memory, the stilling of a single likeness? How to produce, mutate, 

repeat and evolve my language to keep up with the work’s productions, mutations, 

repetitions and evolutions of the visible? How to capture change? How to write 

movement into the stillness of text, and smooth space into the striations of language? 

Not possible, when a sentence asks for nouns?15  

                                                

13 Lao Tsu 38; ch. 36. 

14 Lao Tsu 83; ch. 81. 

15 Yes, possible, says Foucault: ‘I can’t help but dream of the kind of criticism that would try not to judge 
but to bring an oeuvre, a book, a sentence, an idea to life; it would light fires, watch grass grow, listen to 
the wind, and catch the sea foam in the breeze and scatter it. It would multiply not judgements but signs 
of existence; it would summon them, drag them from their sleep. Perhaps it would invent them sometimes 
– all the better. All the better. ... It would not be sovereign or dressed in red. It would bear the lightening 
of possible storms’ (‘The Masked Philosopher’ 323).  

Yes, possible – once upon a time – says Lingis:  ‘When the savage eye saw the claw-mark cut into the white 
bark of the birch tree, it winced; it felt the wound of the tissue and the sap of the tree and jumped to the 
wound on the flesh and the blood of the Yoruba initiate. Now the eye no longer winces when it sees the 
mark; it does not see the incision with which the pen or the printer has cut into the white surface of the 
paper. … The eye is not longer active, palpating the pain, jumping to the leopard; it is now passive before 
the flow of abstract patterns passing across it.’ (‘The Society of Dismembered Body Parts’ 297) 

Yes, possible, says Taussig: ‘To release this energy requires special modes of presentation whose aim is to 
disrupt the imagery of natural order through which, in the name of the real, power exercises its dominion. 
As against the magic of academic rituals of explanation which, with their alchemical promise of yielding 
system from chaos, do nothing to ruffle the placid surface of this natural order, I choose to work with a 
different conflation of modernism and the primitive it conjures into life…’ (Shamanism xiii-xiv) 
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But perhaps I carry too far, overstate, the image’s dynamism in reaction to language’s 

shackles. Haven’t I even expressed a liking for shackles, for their paradoxically 

liberatory potential? Perhaps the image freezes things all by itself too, serves as 

shackles too – shackles or frames for a certain kind of inner experience, for (in 

Taussig’s words) the bodily unconscious of t’ai chi. Perhaps language has a perpetual 

motion of its own. Certainly in its standard academic voice it seems to. Perhaps any 

perpetual motion is conditioned by interruptions, eruptions, irruptions, transferences 

back and forth between virtual and actual and so forth. Perhaps the ‘stillness in 

movement’ invoked by Crooks’s title is as near and far in image as it is in text, as it is in 

real life for Kathleen Stewart: 

[Still life] is the intensity born of a momentary suspension of narrative, or a glitch 
in the projects we call things like the self, agency, home, a life. Or a simple 
stopping. (19) 

[Still life] can turn the self into a dreaming scene, if only for a minute. (19) 

Yes, Crooks’s work feels like these things, like a tension between stillness and 

movement, a stillness consuming a movement – but the affective impact is more drastic 

than that described by Stewart. Between the ungraspable soothing liquidity of the t’ai 

chi man’s evolutions, and the ongoing shock of their impossibility, the work feels like a 

multiple transplant operation under local anaesthetic, or like being led by the hand by 

one’s mother through a war zone during a blitz, blindfolded. 

31  雲手 (三度)  Cloud Hands (Three Times) 

… the already-flowing circular motion of these emergent extra arms seems, through their 

sculpting, conducting gestures, to be drawing their very existence forth from the smeary fecund 

mélange of blooming grey pants and brown shirt... another partial body, already moving in 

relation with its world... already moving, too, in relation with the bodies that preceded and 

produced it, the swirled and smeared bodies drifting from right to left before and behind it, 

half-frozen in their earlier movements, but perhaps still infinitesimally moving too, forming a 

train of mutations, a cloud adrift in a one-way wind... six arms, three heads, two legs and still 

expanding, wider and wider, filling space, reaching closer and closer towards the side edges of 

the screen... an accumulating blurry stop-motion of contiguous positions rendering into visibility 
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a whole chain of motion… now it’s a Pushmi-pullyu16, traveling, despite its internal multiplicity 

and ongoing transformations, as one body across the screen and through its courtyard space... 

new hands, pulling themselves into existence at the right and left ends of the creature (I want to 

say, at its head and tail), and between these extremities the brown-grey swirling, expanding 

chaos, pushing them out… 

32  單鞭  Single Whip  

And before following the movement further I find I need to still it more. I need to zero 

right in to that place from which Crooks’s changes are birthed. For the t’ai chi man’s 

changes, on the first plane (or layer or plateau) of movement, the ‘reality’ plane, such 

stilling and zeroing in would be impossible. The source, the origin of the man’s 

movements is a mystery. They are so organic and indivisible, so fluent and fluid that 

there is no telling where they end and begin, and no telling from whence their life 

force arises. They are one force, one flow, as we have seen. But on the second plane, 

Crooks’s plane, the miraculous plane, there are seams, places, openings in the image 

from which the doublings and stretchings and expansions and proliferations and 

smearings of the man spill forth.  

These openings move around, and there is more than one of them, and the nature of 

what pours out is each time a little different, while also being very similar (brown 

smeary shirt, grey smeary trousers) to the previous outpourings, so that it is extremely 

hard, perhaps impossible, to keep track. The fact that the changes and mutations that 

have already occurred are preserved everywhere on the screen, forming an increasingly 

complex configuration of the man, makes it all the more difficult to identify what is 

now mutating and what is a past mutation. Nevertheless, the pockets of intensity are 

there, as vertical lines or cracks or folds in the visible. Pin-point-able if not exactly 

visible, like the intense ‘lines’ where two coloured shapes meet in a painting. Such 

lines or cracks or folds themselves can’t be seen, but we can locate them as places 

where new happenings, not-yet-seen phases of the t’ai chi man and his dance (always 

already underway of course) are appearing. These places, these ‘invisible’ lines are 

flanked on both sides by smeary brown shirt and grey pants and flesh-coloured arms; 

but the quality of movement on each side is different. On one side, the drifting away of 

                                                

16 In Hugh Lofting’s classic children’s tale The Story of Dr Dolittle (1920/2004), the Pushmi-pullyu (push-
me-pull-you) was a gazelle-unicorn cross with two heads at opposite ends of its body.  
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an already smeared and mutated form, its t’ai chi moves now stilled mid-gesture (so yes, 

the image freezes things too); on the other side, a flowing forth of new smearings and 

mutations of a body still in full t’ai chi motion.  

And hence the viewer surmises, however obscurely, a ‘behind’ from which the stuff 

flows and into which it disappears again. Perhaps it’s a ‘behind’ of reality itself. 

Perhaps it’s a ‘behind’ of the image. For there’s a liney-sliceyness to that crack, 

reminding us of the paper thinness of the projection, of its existence as two-

dimensional picture, as video and wall. But, given the analogue naturalism of the raw 

first-plane footage, and our habit of suspending disbelief before such images, it feels 

like it’s visible reality itself that is luring us towards a ‘behind’, a ‘beyond’, a ‘within’.17 

Thus the work, or reality, teases us with its cryptic metaphysical propositions.  

(The ten thousand things rise and fall while the Self watches their return. They grow and 

flourish and then return to the source. Returning to the source is stillness, which is the way of 

nature. The way of nature is unchanging. Knowing constancy is insight.18) 

Further, since there is no beginning or ending to the t’ai chi itself, since any new 

arrival on the picture plane is already mid-flow in an any-instant-whatever, one feels 

that the t’ai chi started long ago, in the behind or the beyond or the within – or just 

deep in the microscopic cells of that pixelated surface – and was underway well before 

it stepped into visibility. The profundity deepens as the work’s strange clash of 

temporalities and visibilities creeps up, dawns on us, strikes us. Just as in his earlier 

work (discussed in Chapter 2), Daniel Crooks has ‘visibilised’ the virtual by adding 

another dimension to the seen. He picks up where Futurism and Cubism left off, doing 

to film what they did to painting (and what the Square attempted back in 1884 in E.A. 

Abbott’s classic allegorical novel Flatland): adding in a feeling for the ‘missing’ (or 

unseen) dimension, the virtual dimension. And when we put it like that, when we ask 
                                                

17 W.J.T. Mitchell explains the difference between pictures and images thus: ‘You can hang a picture but 
you cannot hang an image. The image seems to float without any visible means of support, a phantasmatic, 
virtual, or spectral appearance. It is what can be lifted off the picture, transferred to another medium, 
translated into a verbal ekphrasis, or protected by copyright law. ... The picture is the image plus its 
support; it is the appearance of the immaterial image in a material medium.’ (85) And: ‘Images are “kinds 
of pictures,” classifications of pictures. Images are, then, like species, and pictures are like organisms 
whose kinds are given by the species.’ (85) Utilising this distinction, perhaps I’m suggesting that the crack 
is in both the picture and the image. In the picture, it points (backwards) to the wall (and implies also the 
light-and-colour rays comprising the projection), that is to the material supports of the image. But in the 
image it points to what might lie behind the swirling t’ai chi man…  

18 Lao Tsu 18; ch.16. 
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ourselves ‘Where is this feeling for a deeper source coming from?’, we can only 

answer: ‘from the work’. The work has produced an origin for itself, and not the other 

way around. At least, that’s how Walter Benjamin would have it: 

For Benjamin, the origin names “that which emerges from the process of 
becoming and disappearance,” not the source but “a whirlpool in the river of 
becoming [that] pulls the emerging matter into its own rhythm.” (Didi-
Hubermann, 49) 

It’s not about finding a thing or place or time from which origination issues forth; it’s 

about experiencing the local, paradoxical event of origination or emergence. As we do 

in Static No. 12. To analyse what is going on, to try to identify sources and origins (as 

well as ends) to the work’s changes, to try to crack the code of Crooks’s technique, is – 

like trying as an outsider to decipher the meaning of the t’ai chi movements – 

discombobulating. And the longer we struggle to solve the temporal and perceptual 

conundrums, the longer the work has – like the t’ai chi man’s hands – to deliver its 

existentially disarming effects. 

44  退步七星  Step Back Seven Stars 

So the work has, under Crooks’s sure guidance, produced an origin for itself, 

seemingly rendered into visibility a virtual dimension of its existence. I accept this as 

an action of the artwork. But at the same time, incorrigibly, I find myself pondering 

other cultural creation myths. Because the work, in its attention to the virtual, directs 

me further beyond the visible, beyond the fabric of the universe, beyond my own 

cultural givens… And because I have a propensity for such things. I find myself 

drifting towards the Taoist creation story underpinning t’ai chi,19 drifting towards the 

                                                

19 Lao Tsu  

starts from chaos, in which the three primary elements of the universe – force, form and 
substance – were still undivided. This first stage is followed by a second, the great 
inception, when force becomes separated, then by a third, the great beginning, when form 
appears, and a fourth, the great homogeneity, when substance becomes visible. Then the 
light and pure substances rise above and form heaven, the heavier and coarser sink down 
and produce the earth. (Forke 34) 

Further, in the Yellow Emperor’s Classic the Taoists tell us that  

Yin and Yang are the source of power and the beginning of everything in creation. (120) 

Yang, the lucid element, ascends to Heaven; Yin, the turbid element, returns to Earth. 
Hence the universe (Heaven and Earth) represents motion and rest, controlled by the 
wisdom of nature .... Nature grants the power to beget and to grow, to harvest and to store, 
to finish and to begin anew. (122-3) 
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scientific creation myth20 underpinning Western technological evolution (all the way to 

Crooks’s present timeslicing – where the technical evolutions continue, his ‘quiet 

bang’ now unfolding a digital micro-universe), and towards thousands of other creation 

stories, of which Walter Benjamin’s is but one, and several of which comprise my own 

‘invisible’ virtual. Stories that begin with something – chaos, energy, the river of 

becoming – and then watch that something lead itself by the hand (without god or 

mother to assist) through a process of self-organisation. 

Yes, watching it unfold, the story told by this man and his t’ai chi and this artist and his 

technology, Crooks’s video feels like a myth (or myths) of creation. A myth of creation, 

perpetually returning to a beginning, an originary productive moment, but one which, 

in this case at least, never happens the same way twice. A myth of the t’ai chi’s 

propagation of itself and of the work’s production of its own strangely dynamic self.  

The Taoist story explains something of the t’ai chi man’s movements to us. Humans are 

encouraged by the Tao to strive to emulate the cosmos of which they are a microcosm. 

This is where t’ai chi comes in, as specialised training in meeting an opponent’s yang 

with yielding yin (and vice versa), thus in combat as in life surrendering to the harmony 

and balance of nature. 

The Big Bang story with its ongoing creation of space explains something of the video’s 

strange movement to us. Every form, posture, gesture, angle, dynamic or orientation 

that our t’ai chi man manifests both references where he’s already been (visibly 

preserved on the screen) and points to who he will become (now pouring itself into yet 

                                                                                                                                            

Yin and yang each consume and produce the other; yin and yang are usually held in balance: as one 
increases, the other decreases; yin and yang can each become the other. Yin and yang only look like a 
duality.  

20 According to the Big Bang theory of creation, in the beginning there was one very tiny point containing 
all the energy of the universe. This ‘extremely dense point exploded with unimaginable force, creating 
matter and propelling it outward to make the billions of galaxies of our vast universe’ (CERN n. pag.). 
Pedants will point out that since that primordial point contained only energy, not matter, it was not 
actually an explosion (whereas what follows the detonation of an atom bomb is). Nonetheless, after this 
event which we prefer to think of as a Bang had occurred (and the first photons and quarks followed by 
the first protons and neutrons had appeared), the process of nuclear fusion began – the primordial 
nucleosynthesis producing the first elements and matter of our cosmos.  

The Big Bang story tells us that the still-expanding universe carries with it the memory and latent 
potentials of all the transformations it has undergone to date. Further,  

While an explosion of a man-made bomb expands through air, the Big Bang did not 
expand through anything. That’s because there was no space to expand through at the 
beginning of time. Rather, physicists believe the Big Bang created and stretched space 
itself, expanding the universe. (CERN n. pag.) 
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another form)… And of course like the Big Bang Crooks’s man creates space as he 

goes, as he expands, creating more and more of himself with which to fill himself. 

Two creation stories, helping my dazed mind keep up with the percepts it is receiving 

of the doubled inexplicable movements on screen. 

* 

However, it’s just one image we’re seeing, and in that one image we can say (conflating 

our two creation myths) that we have an ongoing self-organisation of elements – of 

which the man is but a microcosm – triggered by an initial assertion of force, an 

originating division followed by ongoing expansions, fissions and fusions, order and 

chaos.  

And I’m not sure our creation stories so far have been enough to solve the conundrum 

of what is driving our t’ai chi man – of where this force, this energy behind this self-

organisation is coming from. Crooks’s ‘visibilisation’ of the virtual only leaves us with a 

greater hankering for the greater virtual, which will not be easily satisfied. Remember, 

there are thousands of creation myths. Some focus on the big picture, the long view. 

But we need also to attend to the shorter view of this creation now. If the work seems to 

harbour a ‘fomenting place’, putting me in mind of creation myths and infinite virtuals, 

of a universe to whose mercy we would be wise to surrender, that fomenting place also 

brings me back to the question of present agency.  Returning to Benjamin’s creation 

story, an origin is also ‘the dynamic two-way flow of a historicity that asks, without 

respite, even into our own present, “to be recognized as a restoration ... and as 

something ... uncompleted, always open”’ (Didi-Hubermann 49). So (mixing my 

Benjamin with my Simondon), what is it that’s being restored here and now; whence 

this energy stream manifesting itself as a whirlpooling production of origins on-screen? 

On the first plane, of the t’ai chi man’s mysterious perpetual motion/inertia, t’ai chi 

teachings tell us the man draws chi (energy) from heaven and earth, fuses it in his lower 

tan t’ien (that ‘elixir field’ or energy centre behind and below the navel), and is able – 

through extensive training – to calmly reel it out as needed. (Via this technique, t’ai chi 

too, through a fusion of its own, can produce creative explosions.21)  

                                                

21 ‘Fa-jing is not a type of jing but the process of exploding jing. … Energy flows down from the dan tian 
[tan t’ien] to the ground to root the fa-jing exponent, not up from the ground to float him. ... Before one 
explodes force, he must be sure that he has enough of it at his dan tian for use.’ (Wong Kiew Kit n. pag.)  
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The second plane – Crooks’s plane of distortions, mutations and aggregations – shows 

us all the phases that energy has passed through; all the forms and positions and 

orientations the man has performed (in collaboration with his surroundings) in order 

to keep the chi flowing, providing a physical conduit, a smooth unblocked passage for 

that energy to traverse. We are given a visual on the path of chi, or energy, which 

passes through all the fields of the body, perhaps cleansing organs and anatomy as it 

goes but finding them irrevelant too, since they present no obstacle. (Maybe Crooks’s 

deformed, folded, swirling, exploded but interior-less body also gives us a visual on 

Deleuze and Guattari’s Body without Organs. Maybe chi destratifies and 

deterritorialises organisms, making smooth space of them. Certainly there’s no 

organism here.) On the second plane we are given a visual, of sorts, on the flow of 

energy driving the first-plane flow of t’ai chi – a visual telling us that the t’ai chi body is 

most definitely without organs. We’re shown the workings of the t’ai chi body, in a way 

(just as this writing can, in a way, show you the phases my mind-energy has passed 

through). 

But if Crooks’s second-plane image renders some imperceptible condition of the first 

plane (the channeling of energy) perceptible, it also has imperceptible outsides of its 

own. And there’s no third-plane image telling us where its bizarre and singular form of 

movement and creation comes from. What is being restored here? What energy and 

what agency drives this dynamism? Crooks comically cutting and splicing his digital 

‘celluloid’, yes. That is Simondon’s anti-hylemorphism answer, reorienting our 

attention back to the maker’s energy,22 Crooks’s chi (and jing and shen), indexed by this 

artwork’s dynamic form. And maybe the doublings and repetitions and preserved, 

restored ‘memories’ we see on screen do tell us something of what Crooks’s artistic life 

must be like, its repetitions and rhythms and smooth spaces… and of what thousands 

of agencies and energy-action streams and creative evolutions have fed into this 

image’s appearance.  

But metaphysically I am not satisfied. Since Crooks has upped the ante by ‘visibilising’ 

something of this man’s virtual life, restoring his body ‘memories’ (or is it his bodily 

unconscious?) to an enduring present, I now want the same done to this visibilised 

                                                

22 ‘One cannot say that the mold gives form; it is the earth which takes form according to the mold, 
because it communicates with the workman. The positivity of this capture of form belongs to the earth and 
to the workman...’ (Simondon, ‘The Individual’ n. pag.) 
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virtual. Which is to say, visibilising it has not tricked me. It has just left me with a 

vaster sense of what is invisible. I am back at the intuition of a fomenting place, which 

Walter Benjamin has explained as a product of the image and not vice versa, but which 

persists in bamboozling me.  

So I must halt, halt my eyes, halt my words, halt my hunt for answers, my tracings of 

indexes and logics. I must yield to that which will not yield to me. The fomenting 

place, harbouring unseen makers, paradoxes and creation myths. We can name that 

fomenting space for Deleuze’s virtual. We can name it for the ultimate reality of Tao, 

for yin and yang. Maybe we can name it for the vacuum energy of physics. We can 

name it for chi. We can name it for Simondon’s worker’s energy... We could even think 

it in terms of the M!ori world of potential, Te Korekore23 (and why not come back to a 

conceptual ground of my own, if Crooks can look at t’ai chi with his twenty-first 

century camera and slice a man open at his t’ai chi pole?). 

But by now I am very far indeed from the lively swirling grey-brown gushing becoming 

of our t’ai chi man, and more than ever I wish to come home. To tell a story. Not all 

these stories, these philosophised creation myths. But a proper, character-ridden, 

disbelief-suspended story I can invest my whole self in… the sensuous mythic drama of 

Rangi and Papa being separated until they bled, by their children. Not concepts but a 

little coloured nugget of life to get my eye and tongue and heart going again.   

45  退步打虎勢  Retreat Step Beat the Tiger 

– but wait – as the newest partial man at the far right throws out yet newer, younger variants, 

all studiously practicing their slow art, and starts the slow ride left, something else is occurring 

down the other end… at the far left another new partial man is also emerging from the oldest 

one, the last in the chain, appearing briefly to absorb back into itself its maker, to eat its 

parent, to swallow up the adjacent man at the end of the series… we have death as well as 

birth... consumption as well as production… destruction – or at least disappearance – as well as 

creation… as this disappearance/engulfing occurs, the last form, the ‘eater’, gains new life and 

                                                

23 ‘The M!ori conceives of it as at least a two-world system in which the material proceeds from the 
spiritual, and the spiritual (which is the higher order) interpenetrates the material physical world of Te Ao 
M!rama. … while the M!ori thought of the physical sphere as subject to natural laws, these could be 
affected, modified and even changed by the application of the higher laws of the spiritual order. … I 
believe the M!ori had a three-world view, of potential being symbolized by Te Korekore, the world of 
becoming portrayed by Te P$, and the world of being, Te Ao M!rama.’ (Marsden 20)  
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resumes its t’ai chi again… a death throe, a death rattle, a last hurrah... but is it a swallowing, 

or a voluntary re-entry into the space beyond the seam in the visible? … for it seems also to slip 

into that crack, to slide away from view quite willingly…  

… and now beneath the grey-brown cumular horizontal expanse we have four legs… if you 

can call those wavy thickening and tapering grey forms legs… 

52  如封似閉  As if Closing Up  

If we see in Static No. 12 (Seek Stillness in Movement), the slow fruition of a deep buried 

seed, we see also a thousand little deaths. Each petrified face, each seized gesture an 

elegy to a moment of living now lost. The life has gone out of them.  

Crooks delays the final disappearance, drags out in serial visibility the memories of 

what just happened – and it almost feels perverse, wrong, cruel and twisted, to retain 

all those moments, to give us this impossible prolonged holding on, this stream of 

minutely recorded losses, to not let us forget just yet. We feel all our ghosts around us, 

persisting in living, haunting our amnesia. I feel myself trapped amongst zombies, 

craving something fleshier, warmer. But before too long they disappear altogether. 

Down at the other end of things they’re killed off after all – by Crooks, or by 

themselves, slipping back into the invisible, inaccessible beyond, or the absolute void, 

or the unknown of the work, or the virtual, or the river of becoming – depending on 

what you wish to believe. Let go, at last, and abandoned to their random future 

(repeated but different) restorations and rebirths. 

But these births and deaths are not at all about chronology. They cling to each other, 

like percept and affect, two sides of a coin, spinning in the vortex that they make 

together, like that which is neither a myth nor a technology, Benjamin’s dialectical 

image: 

an image is that in which the Then and the Now come into a constellation like a 
flash of lightning. In other words: image is dialectics at a standstill. (Didi-
Hubermann 52) 
What the usual aesthetic positions lack for approaching the problem of the aura, 
then, is a temporal model capable ... of accounting for the events of memory, not 
the cultural facts of history. ... To speak of “dead” things or ... “rebirths” ... is to 
speak from within an order of consecutive facts, an order that knows nothing of 
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the indestructibility, transformability, and anachronism of memory events. (Didi-
Hubermann 52) 24 

So on Benjamin’s terms what we’re witnessing is not a relationship between the dual 

poles of death and rebirth (or past and present, or virtual and actual) so much as a 

singular event of memory. A memory event as a kind of creative act, pulling itself forth 

as origin, from the heterogeneous swirling matter. Maybe this thing I’m seeing, and 

struggling to understand, is such a ‘memory event’ whirling into being. (Because it’s all 

held together, by Crooks, in the one image and on the one plane; the seeming 

appearances and disappearances trigger memory events relating to birth and death, but 

do not show any actual facts of birth, death and the hereafter for the t’ai chi man.) 

Maybe, at the same time, on Simondon’s terms, it’s a solution appearing to a 

disparation or irreconcileability (between myth and technology perhaps, or between t’ai 

chi practice and video-art-making). Where, while I'm grasping it as a solution, at the 

same time I’m seeing the disparation. (And maybe it’s my energy, as viewer, that enables 

the resolution.)  

Meanwhile, however profound my dawning yet elusive sense of the dialectical image 

(and of the individuating solution to a disparation), I’m feeling convinced that the t’ai 

chi man is experiencing something altogether more profound. Something in which 

body meets and balances mind, ending confusion. Crooks’s beautiful disturbance 

remains somehow remote, clinical, always coaxing me into further analysis, distancing 

me from non-visual, non-conceptual knowledge, all the while withholding what I most 

desire to know: the bodily unconscious of this t’ai chi man. What does it feel like, where 

he is?  

And now I remember the Buddhist method of teaching through k#an.25 A k#an – not 

unlike a disparation or a dialectical image – will agitate and confound the mind if you 

try to resolve it using rational tools; whereas if (out of sheer exhaustion perhaps) you 

relax and still the mind, abandoning its rational circuitry, a newer, profounder 

                                                

24 A simpler variant of the dialectical image might be W.J.T. Mitchell’s image: ‘To make an image is to 
mortify and resurrect in the same gesture.’ (What Do Pictures Want 53) 

25 For instance, a classic k#an often given to beginning students to contemplate is ‘the sound of one hand’; 
while a frequent recommendation is to contemplate the k#an ‘with the belly, and not with the head,’ for 
‘the circulation of energy activated by the bellows of breathing takes over from discursive consciousness 
and allows one to maintain a certain degree of awareness of the k#an while being engaged, for instance, in 
manual labour.’ (Mohr 258) 
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understanding of the truth of the paradoxical whole will arise. Perhaps Crooks’s image 

makes its beauty out of a clash, a paradox, a k#an not just of pasts and presents, virtuals 

and actuals, myths and technologies, but of whole cultural cosmologies (immanent, 

wholistic East, transcendent, dualistic West). Then again, perhaps similar metaphysical 

k#an are to be found in both East and West, impervious to cultural divides. 

Lao Tsu, who a few pages back (n.19) started from chaos, also tells us that, ‘Returning 

is the motion of the Tao. Yielding is the way of the Tao. The ten thousand things are 

born of being. Being is born of not being.’26 ... In te ao M"ori (the M!ori world), some 

whakapapa (genealogies) lead us back through the splitting or fission of Rangi and 

Papa to Te Korekore, the realm of potential; then again others go back further still, to 

Io, a creator-god.27 … The atoms of creation, harnessed by humans, become atoms of 

mass destruction. Conversely, journalist William Lawrence ‘wrote of the Trinity test of 

the first atomic bomb: “One felt as though he had been privileged to witness the Birth 

of the World”’ (qtd. by Cohn 129).28  

Amidst all these polarities, triggered for me by the the viewing experience of Static No. 

12, I’m not yet sure if the overall dynamic form leans toward a semblance of myth, of 

technology or of a genuinely surprising ‘memory event’. (For instance, in my seeing of 

how it clings – for a while – to the visible past, preserving and even romanticising the 

man’s moment-by-moment deaths, does the work provoke me too to cling to a 

nostalgia for those pasts, to a nostalgia for the mysterious side of the mysterious, to a 

nostalgia for myths – of creation and destruction – and perhaps to a nostalgia for the 

mysterious, exotic side of t’ai chi? Is this a memory event, or just an accumulation of 

memories?) I’m not sure which creation story gels with the image. I’m not yet sure if it 

calls more loudly for analysis or for surrender to an experience of the bodily 

unconscious. (Or is it me – am I not equal to the work as dialectical image; am I too 

nostalgic?) But I do know that I’m searching, as I look, for something to believe in; and 

for a way to unnostalgically believe. And I begin to wonder, as I watch, if a Benjaminian 

                                                

26 Lao Tsu 42; ch.41. (My emphasis.)  

27 For a whakapapa encompassing all these elements see Marsden 181. 

28 In addition Cohn writes: ‘The entire history of the bomb project, in fact, seems permeated with imagery 
that confounds humanity's overwhelming technological power to destroy nature with the power to create; 
imagery that converts men's destruction into their rebirth. …  In a 1985 interview, General Bruce K. 
Holloway, the commander in chief of the Strategic Air Command from 1968 to 1972, described a nuclear 
war as involving “a big bang, like the start of the universe”’ (129). 
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memory event, a resolution to the dialectic, a surrender to the koan in the image, could 

also be the passage to the belief I’m quietly seeking from this work. 

53  抱虎歸山  Carry Tiger to the Mountain  

Without further ado I must attend to the screen and to the detached quality of Static 

No. 12. Disbelief cannot always be suspended, in fact this image demands that it not be. 

Some time back, I pointed out that it is vertical lines – one-dimensional slits in two-

dimensional planes – from which the t’ai chi man’s multiples and metamorphoses are 

seeping (and which, incidentally, are invisible in stills of the work and can only be seen 

when the ‘film’ is ‘rolling’). That small fact of straightness and verticality already snaps 

us back to the picture plane and its axes. I can’t avoid it any longer. The screen the film 

the skin the membrane dividing me from this work. Why didn’t this given of video art 

bother me with Monteith’s multiple projections, with Reihana’s Let There Be Light? 

Maybe it’s because I’ve more recently been dwelling in the more haptic, three-

dimensional world of Gamper, Upritchard and Fritsch’s Gesamtkunsthandwerk, and that 

contrast now highlights what is unique to video art. Maybe it’s because Reihana and 

Monteith both pull you into their spaces, tumbling their mobile cameras (and our 

mobile eyes) through depthful, navigable three-dimensional worlds and wrapping their 

projections around several walls of the gallery space, while Crooks’s camera remains 

static and his single projection remains strictly two-dimensional. Maybe it’s because 

Crooks’s space gets flatter and flatter as his t’ai chi man paperdolls horizontally 

outwards without ever revealing any depths29 (notwithstanding our inclination to read 

his growing self as a kind of depth).  

But this is not just about the work’s picture-ness, about the support giving the lie to the 

image. The disbelief, the intangibility that’s bothering me isn’t about the work’s 

digitality, either. It’s another level of intangibility, something altogether cagier, 

something within the image – for that semi-visible vertical line, though it’s a maker’s 

mark, is internal, not external (as material support is), to the image.  

What I’m getting at here is how the work, through the distorting, deterritorialising 

intervention emblematised and visibilised in those almost-slits, takes a distance on 

                                                

29 Deleuze relates such flatness to the emergence of the time-image, which offers one more way of thinking 
this dialectical image Crooks has given us: ‘the crushing of depth and the planitude of the image, which ... 
will directly open the image onto time’ (Cinema 2 39). 
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itself.  T’ai chi man steps back and deconstructs himself. Or rather, Crooks does that to 

him. This is not about the distance between image and picture-support (for that 

distance is present in most works of art). Nor is it about the distancing unreality of the 

practice represented here, the ascetic, monastic, ‘higher plane’ practice of t’ai chi (for 

that distance doesn’t need to be depicted in an artwork to be seen). It is about the 

visible distancing between the everyday realistic movement of the t’ai chi and the other 

kind of swirly, stretchy, fantastical movement produced by Crooks’ time-slicing 

technique. If the t’ai chi body (any t’ai chi body) takes a distance on mundane and 

quotidian uses of the body, and a distance on the psychogeography of its environment, 

Crooks’ technique does it again. Crooks’s technique takes a distance on mundane and 

quotidian uses of video footage of bodies, and a distance on the psychogeography of 

the screen space (if you will). It’s a spiritual derive, exponentialised. All these distances 

are very affecting. 

My own body is slowed, stilled, confounded. My physical preaccelerations slow down, 

move in the reverse direction from how they moved in Gesamtkunsthandwerk. (The 

works of Gamper, Upritchard, Fritsch, et al were shaped to complement specific 

human body parts, configurations and activities. Rings for fingers, bracelets for wrists, 

gloves for hands. Cups and plates for hands and mouths and digestive tracts. Chairs for 

seated, perched, leaning and curled bodies. Lights for eyes. Rugs for cold bodies and 

bare feet. Bongs for lungs and neurons. Our own hands, eyes and bodies felt all these 

things and responded, preaccelerated, arose, ready to participate.) In Static No. 12 my 

body is invited not to interact, to use, to employ, to find functions – but to stop. 

Movement, proprioception, preaccelerations, tactile and haptic senses are not 

particularly activated. There’s not a lot to latch onto here, not a lot to trigger everyday 

instrumental thoughts and actions, feelings and desires. The work is cool, spacious, 

solitary, isolating; it removes us from everyday life. A pictorial representation of full 

body movements is not enough to awaken our own bodies. Instead our bodies, like our 

koan-stricken minds, unwind, melt down. 

So the removal from naturalism, from our own everyday perceptual experiences and 

our own physical experiences, is a little alienating, benumbing, paralysing (especially 

when coupled with the rather droning, soporific soundtrack). There may be no 

suspension of disbelief but, whether we believe what we see or not, we are most 

definitely suspended – in contemplation, and in Massumi’s sense (as described in 
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Chapter 5), whereby our potential actions are suspended so that other potentials can 

shine forth. 

And aside from these distancing aspects of the image’s (doubled) content, there’s the 

distance in the composition: our distance from the t’ai chi man himself, as given by the 

framing of the scene. Recalling the various points of view and modes of representation 

played with by Alex Monteith in Chapter 6, Crooks’s work sits squarely within the 

transcendental, objective, god’s-eye-view category, whereby we can see all of the object 

of viewing (the t’ai chi man and his actions), from a remove that places us outside of the 

scene. Crooks’s framing does not include us in his world – it may implicate us, but as 

witnesses, outside observers of the proceedings, observers passively spectating an 

other’s movements. (Compare Gesamtkunsthandwerk, where we felt many bodies 

moving, a milieu, a collective; the space suggested friends, family and community 

working together to produce, sitting and eating and talking together to consume; and 

that family could potentially include us. In Static No. 12 we see one body moving, 

relating to itself and its surroundings; but not to us.) 

So I’ve claimed that the work distances us, isolates us, and suspends us. And that to 

some extent these effects fly out of that vertical crack (only occasionally seen and only 

when the work is moving) that gives Crooks away, gives the work away as a construct, a 

cut-up, and snaps us back to the artificing, material procedures indexed by the work at 

the same time as it snaps our attention to the virtual, ‘beyond’ existence of the t’ai chi 

man (this latter resonance reminding us that, in one sense, Crooks’ technique is a 

virtual dimension of this t’ai chi man). And this brings us back to repeating, but in a 

different way, what I’ve already said about this work: that its distance from ‘actual’ 

realities is at the same time a closeness to virtual realities.  

And I begin to think of several ways in which distances, Crooks’s distances, can also be 

closenesses. They revolve around that screen with which this section began. I said that 

the screen (or the projection on the wall) divided me from the work. And, like a wall, 

like the gallery wall, it does: it is flat and impenetrable and does not allow me to 

penetrate the depths represented in the work. It furnishes a mirage, an illusion 

keeping me outside. But as I consider the resonances between a video screen or 

projection and a camera lens and an eye, I recall that the screen or lens is in fact an 

interface with two sides. Our eye faces, and touches, the world, on one side, but it 

faces, and ‘touches’, our self on the other side. Like the two sides of the coin, or the 
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border between two territories, we often forget that the two faces of the lens are 

touching one another on the insides. Becoming one another, even. They are both 

impossibly distant and intimately close.30 And when I think of the way my eye jumps 

around Crooks’s frame, touching the corner of the hedge, the man’s button, the 

window of the building behind, I feel an intimacy, the intimacy between the strike of 

my gaze and the picture surface, and an intimacy, a close contact, between my gaze and 

the image’s contents. This image, this representation suddenly drops its distancing 

operation and discovers a magnetising operation. 

And this sense of intimacy that I’m beginning to feel ‘in’ the screen and the camera 

and the eye (however divisive those technologies might be), reminds me of something 

we’ve been forgetting. If we know about t’ai chi’s status as a martial art, then when 

we’re watching Static No. 12 we won’t only see our t’ai chi man’s body moving; we will 

also feel the presence of an imaginary combatant. Crooks’s work represents a 

considered, attentive and refined engagement with an other, an other of love or war. It 

represents an entanglement with a foe, or with a cherished and respected friend, with 

whom nothing less than the most conscious and honourable and intimate interaction 

will suffice. The other of t’ai chi is distant perhaps, but also very close. 

(If he goes up you follow, if he goes down you follow … Stick horizontally and attach from the 

rear – without letting go and with no resistance.31)  

And there’s one more strange kind of intimacy here, related to that divisive, invasive 

eye above, that might, just might, be a counterpoint to the work’s apparitions of 

distance: the intimacy of violence. In Static No. 12, we experience a soothing, detached, 

peacefulness, empathizing with the t’ai chi man and his slow-swirling world, but we 

experience these things at the cost, on another level, of sharing in a quite violent, 

objectifying looking – the looking of the artist who cuts up and rearranges his human 

subject. (This may sound exaggerated, but it cannot be excluded as one of the facts 

indexed by the work and felt, however subliminally, by the viewer.) Like the t’ai chi 

man with his imaginary combatant, Crooks sticks very close to his subject, objectifying 

                                                

30 Monteith highlighted this when she put the plane’s tailfin and the helicopter’s skid into her video frame, 
showing us that what is seemingly on one side of the looking can simultaneously be on the other side of 
the looking. That helicopter skid was in both my world (as looking device and framing device) and its 
world (as object of looking). It visibilised the screen’s role as interface, marking both a closeness and a 
distance between the worlds on either side of it. 

31 ‘Song of Sparring’ n. pag. 
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him in one sense, but entering inside his movements, moving with him, moving him, 

becoming him, in another.  

None of these touching intimacies equate with true immanence perhaps, but they 

certainly complicate the work’s apparent distancings. At the very least they recall 

Benjamin’s ‘unique apparition of a distance’, his distance that is also a closeness. (And 

suggest some auratic qualities are indeed hovering around this work, which does 

indeed sound more and more like a dialectical image.) We can put this effect, this 

affect, in Massumi’s terms too: we’re given a semblance of distance, an immanent living-

in of distance, a semblant, immanent living-in of what it feels like to feel detached from 

things and actualities and everyday life.  

60  野馬分鬃  Parting the Wild Horse’s Mane 

… at the far left: a semi-autonomous figure, connected umbilically to the entire long chain of 

beings, but moving through his ‘own’ self-contained, smooth-flowing t’ai chi sequence, still 

pulling new t’ai chi arms doing new t’ai chi forms out from the invisible other side… 

…in the middle: a series of ambiguously joined, mutated figures, no longer moving with their 

‘own’ minds, a wildly irregular string of paper dolls, their mutations in a sense complete, each 

having reached its own unique point of mid-flow stoppage… these mid-gesture, overspilled, 

merged, inbetweeny, paintbrush-streaked blobs now petrified and passing by in one long 

smeary multiple-univocal human-ish form… a great chain of shadows, of shades of being and 

becoming… 

… and at the far right: another semi-autonomous figure, still connected to the chain, but alive 

once more with his own movements, his own dance, revived for a swansong at the far end of 

this life-death spectrum… 

… but all moving as one, flowing seamlessly in and out, undulating, pulsing, expanding, 

contracting, merging, stepping out and evolving with that strange uneven rhythm that is the 

rhythm of life… 

65  玉女穿梭二度  Jade Girl Works at the Shuttle 

I’ve dwelt now on the affect of benumbing, entrancing, intoxicating detachment in 

Crooks’s work; and also on its subtle intimacies. But however we interpret it nothing 

changes the fact that Crooks’s technique, his timeslicing way with video, is so 

surprising, so convincing, so fluent and adept, so astonishing it knocks us off our 
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perches. The distortions do not feel show-offy, indulgent, superfluous or excessive. 

They don’t feel like a conspicuous display of wealth or a triumph of style over 

substance or the kind of empty performance of high-tech wizardry so commonplace in 

contemporary entertainment media. They feel like a gift. They feel just right. Crooks’s 

technique seems to contain its own substance, justify its own means; it almost feels like 

his technique by itself – which has by now bent trains and waves, urban Melbourne 

crowds and solitary Shanghai martial artists – is enough. Almost. Wherever it goes, 

whatever it looks at in this world, it’s going to ‘work’. In the sense that there’s more to 

everything in this world than meets the eye, everything is shadowed by a virtual 

dimension, a past and future, a whakapapa… and it’s this simple fact that Crooks’s 

technique mines, making us feel the something more, the gold – without, crucially, 

giving it a specific content. Without adding something more. Without actualising it. 

Just using again what’s already there to make us feel it more. That is the trick. That’s 

his art, or artfulness.  

The nature of the ‘more’ that we feel, however, depends on what it is that’s already 

there – on what he chooses to look at. Hence, as we knew really, technique isn’t 

enough. There’s the art of selective looking too. And with t’ai chi he’s looking at a 

subject matter that both aligns beautifully with the big themes of his technique – 

movement, form, orientation, time, the imperceptible, the virtual – and throws up 

some sharp contrasts too; for t’ai chi addresses those same themes using a technique 

that is about as remote from Crooks’s as it could be. It’s true that some of Crooks’s 

earlier subjects also aligned well with his technique – most straightforwardly his wave 

works, Surface 3 (2007) and Static No. 3 (falling as a means of rising) (2007), with their 

clear themes of time and motion. But this is the first time Crooks has applied his 

technique directly to another’s technique. A technique that is not cutting edge but 

ancient; not Western but Eastern; not digital but analogue, not hi-tech but low-tech, or 

practically no-tech. So naturally, technique itself starts to resonate as a theme here. In 

Static No. 12, the ‘more’ that we start to see is not just a ‘more’ to t’ai chi (and by 

association other contemplation practices, martial arts, spiritual disciplines). The 

strange disjunctive mirror of the work throws our attention back onto Crooks’s 

technique, making us begin to feel ‘more’ there, too. I said earlier that the work gave 

us a spiritual derive, exponentialised. Now I’m saying that feeling probably came from 

something more fundamental: the way the work ‘exponentialises’ technique.  
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To reprise where we’ve already been (more or less), firstly there’s the distancing 

technique of Crooks: his alienating, excluding, objectifying, othering way of relating to 

and ‘looking’ at his t’ai chi man. His exploitation of the t’ai chi man’s practice, his 

‘stealing’ of the image (extracting a profit the way good capitalists do), his 

decontextualisation enacted first by the camera, then by Crooks’s computer, then by 

the projection on a screen or gallery wall. There’s his approach to approaching the 

world that throws up walls before it; his orientation practice that places itself apart 

from what’s happening in the world. And then there’s the immersive, meditative t’ai 

chi practice and its technique of synchronising one’s mind and body until one’s 

attention is simultaneously grounded and immersed in larger flows, until one is 

synchronised also with one’s environment and with one’s opponent, to the point of 

becoming the flows of one’s opponent. At this stage I feel convinced I’m seeing both a 

transcendental technique of encounter and an immanent one. Or, a technique that 

respects and adapts to and becomes-with the other versus one that doesn’t.  

And I could, while I’m comparing techniques, argue that Static No. 12 offers a vicarious, 

passive, pseudo-meditative experience, one in which the t’ai chi flow is manufactured 

as a spectacle, simulated, undergone without any effort from the viewer – and in which 

that flow has telltale cracks, however minute. I could convince myself that, when 

Crooks makes us feel those dimensions not given to view – the roundedness and 

backedness and in-betweenness, the in-time-ness and virtuality of things – the cost is 

that we cannot escape also feeling his technique of god-like intervention in things.  

But then, as I sit contemplating the two overlapping techniques and they begin to 

resonate with one another, those closenesses and distances, immanences and 

transcendences do their thing, slowly becoming indiscernible. Am I contemplating, or 

pseudo-contemplating? Is this a pseudo-meditative experience, or an actual meditative 

experience? I know that, unlike the t’ai chi man, I am physically passive. But what I’m 

experiencing, delivered though it may be via the transcendent observation techniques 

of Crooks, doesn’t feel so removed – it feels like it might be suspiciously close to what 

the t’ai chi man is feeling. And I have to remember that everything we’re encountering 

here – the transcendent relating (mediated across a distance) and the immanent 

relating (in resonance), the timeslicing and the t’ai chi, the pseudo-meditation and the 

meditation – is coming from the same artwork, is a part of Crooks’s technique. Yes, 

there’s more to his technique than the slicing and dicing and deconstructing alright. 
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And more than the putting back together scrambled and multiplied. It’s Crooks, via the 

Asian man, giving me a semblance of detachment, a semblance of t’ai chi meditation, a 

semblance of becoming the other, a semblance of mind-body synchronicity, a 

semblance of Taussig’s bodily unconscious, which we’re familiar with by now: 

…the self becomes part of that which is seen, not a sovereign transcendent. To 
thus consciously see ourselves in the midst of the world is to enter into ourselves 
as image, to exchange standing above the fray, the God position, for some quite 
other position that is not really a position at all but something more like 
swimming, more like nomads adrift in the sea, mother of all metaphor, that sea I 
call the bodily unconscious. (What Colour 13-4) 

Somehow Daniel Crooks’s cool, transcendent, slightly brutal technique of relating to 

the t’ai chi man has produced in semblance this rather intimate and immanent feeling 

of becoming with him. Which reminds me of Brian Massumi’s definition of art as 

technique: 

Art is the technique of living life in -- experiencing the virtuality of it more fully, 
living it more intensely. (‘Thinking-Feeling’ 7) 

The doubled-technique mirror Crooks has created brings the two techniques into 

resonance, to the point of their becoming indiscernible. As suggested earlier, through 

his vastly distancing technique of cutting up and rearranging, Crooks paradoxically 

succeeds in entering much much closer to the t’ai chi man than ordinary photography, 

video or film would. Just as, through the technique of tuning in utterly to his 

opponent’s being, ‘becoming’ the opponent, a t’ai chi practitioner attains a kind of 

control over that other. Just as the capacity of our gaze to touch our world (our viewing 

technique, if you will) places us not outside but inside that world.  

And this is where I want to return to the Benjaminian dialectical image, as described 

by Didi-Hubermann: 

To produce a dialectical image is to appeal to the Then, to accept the shock of 
memory while refusing to submit or “return” to the past; for example, it is to 
welcome the signifiers of Theosophy, the Kabbalah, or negative theology, 
awakening these references from their dogmatic sleep as a way of deconstructing 
and criticizing them. It is to criticize modernity (the forgetting of the aura) 
through an act of memory and, at the same time, to criticize archaism (nostalgia 
for the aura) through an act of essentially modern invention, substitution, and 
designification. Benjamin dismissed with the same gesture myth and technology 
.... He returned to the fragile moment of awakening, ... at the evanescent, 
ambiguous borderline between unconscious images and necessary critical 
lucidity. (Didi-Huberman 53)  
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My suggestion is that on the face of things the t’ai chi man’s practice leans towards 

myth while Daniel Crooks’s practice leans towards technology. (That is to say, on the 

one hand, Static No. 12 ‘remembers’, welcomes the signifiers of, t’ai chi and all that that 

practice itself ‘remembers’ or carries with it – including the teachings of the Tao Te 

Ching, the I Ching and the Art of War, as well as powerful auratic qualities. Arguably 

their presence amounts to a critique of modernity. And on the other hand Static No. 12 

clearly also includes a ‘modern invention’, Crooks’s novel technology of image-making, 

which takes an existing image and ‘designifies’ it (or multi-signifies it, explodes it), 

simultaneously enhancing the memory of the t’ai chi aura and further distancing us 

from it.) But then, in the experiential event of encountering it, the work snaps the 

‘mythic’ and the ‘technological’ together in a ‘shock of memory’ that discovers a 

clinical, modern, technological dimension of t’ai chi practice, and an ancient, mythical 

dimension of the timeslice practice. Thus, myth is demythologised and the 

technological is detechnologised. 

And there are other ways, too, that the image appeals to the Then while, rather than 

submitting to the past, it awakens it from its dogmatic slumber. It places a 

contemporarily dressed Chinese man amongst a patchwork of European structures, 

referring to known pasts but not allowing them to rest in cohesion. It chooses a scene 

that could be a perspectivist’s dream, but refuses to let those geometries compose the 

image. And the same avoidance of either penetrating (through leading lines, horizons, 

vanishing points) or universalizing (as we recall from Massumi, the ultimate effect of a 

vanishing point) the space can be found at the next level too, in the timeslice 

technique’s treatment of the t’ai chi man. Despite all the implicit slicing and dicing, it 

neither reveals his interiority as an ‘internal’ ‘self’ (avoiding what Massumi describes as 

being ‘viscerally exposed, like a prodded sea cucumber that spits its guts’ (‘Thinking-

Feeling’ 9) and what Taussig says would ‘exploit, disfigure, and even destroy [the 

bodily unconscious]’ (What Colour 16)), nor objectifies his movements by having them 

conform with the laws of optics or physics. The ‘more’ we see is neither inside nor 

outside. It implies – if we empathise, imagine ourselves as the t’ai chi man – another way 

of being in which the lines of belonging and containment are not so clearly drawn, and 

knowledge is always ambiguous. It gives a knowledge not of certainties but of hunches. 

Not insideness, not outsideness, but multiplicity and on-the-way-ness. Passage-ness.  
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(If the other moves imperceptibly, I move first.32)  

So here I am, uncertain: Does the work, like Benjaminian critique, err yet on the side 

of distance and coolness, when what I seek is warmth and belief? Uncertain, but with a 

hunch that something here is right: We have the paradox, the untimeliness, the event of 

the dialectical image, but nudged in a singular direction where technology is de-

ideologised and repurposed as technique/protocol and myth is de-ideologised and 

repurposed as sensateness/bodily unconscious. And slowly we arrive at something a 

little warmer, a little easier on us – something with the harmonising, balancing touch 

of yin-yang, of the koan, permitting us to move beyond Benjamin’s critical ‘neither/nor’ 

towards an embracing, inclusive ‘both/and’. Towards a point of not just the hunch but 

surrender to it, towards the mind-body melt, the immersion in an affect which we have 

no choice but to believe in.  

This centipedal wavy form of stretched skin and billowing fabric and mutating self-

reproduction is beautiful, absorbing, lulling, cradling, convincing – not at all 

disturbing or grotesque (as it would be if actually physically occurring). We know the 

scene is not physically, materially real; but it is virtually real. And it has a naturalness 

too. It’s so irregularly flowy, it throws out its shoots and tendrils with such 

unpredictability, it’s so self-organisingly emergent, like a curious plant – a plant 

painted to look like a man. Man-becoming-plant. Via these likenesses we ‘remember’ 

the work, make a memory event of it, invent its reality. The image has a seamlessness 

despite its seams. We get it. We surrender to the truth of the image, the solution that it 

is to the disparation of the double technique of t’ai chi and timeslice. The technology 

eats itself up and disappears into ‘mythic’ affectivity. The mythologizing exoticism 

disappears into singular ‘technological’ precision. Melted down by this k#an we 

surrender to the clashing techniques of the image, and we remember, we feel in it an 

immanent/semblantly-transcendent protocol of encounter that makes it make sense: a 

t’ai chi for the modern world. I’m starting to believe. 

(The five colours blind the eye. The five tones deafen the ear. The five flavours dull the taste. 

Racing and hunting madden the mind. Precious things lead one astray. Therefore the sage is 

guided by what he feels and not by what he sees. He lets go of that and chooses this.33) 

                                                

32 ‘Song of Striking Hands’ 16. 

33 Lao Tsu 14; ch.12. 
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But the work’s not over yet. 

73  蛇身下勢  Snake Creeps Down 

… and we begin to notice that the whole backdrop is smearing too, the reds and whites of the 

building, the greens of the grass, stretching wider and wider into the purity and cleanness of 

stripes… and we notice that the t’ai chi man is now only smeary middle figures, which are, 

after all, still moving, stretching and merging in the slowest of slow dances, a tender love-

making to self – something like the love we think we see between predator and prey when a 

nature documentary slo-mos the decisive moment of tiger biting down into yielding antelope…  

… and this poignancy is enhanced by the man’s face, his many faces punctuating the elongated 

fluid yet angular body of many shirts, many parts, many limbs, many gestures… for these faces 

each preserve a moment in this life… this life during which that face barely changed, remained 

impassive, dispassionate, almost stony with its closed lips and unmoving eyes,34 an 

expressionless face simply following and completing the trajectory of a movement… an 

expressionless face echoed now by a cool female voice intoning random numbers over the on-

droning audio… and yet – all those faces were living, part of a complex, and all the faces that 

remain, frozen, drifting left to right, still carry with them a full, moving evocation of a 

moment’s life… We feel beneath the calm skin the flood and rush of affects that surely passed 

through the man at that moment and that moment and that moment… for he was alive and 

these death masks are the punctums of each of those lives… and we’ve been shown now, so 

surely, those lives’ passings… 

74  左金雞獨立  Golden Cockerel Standing on One Leg 

We’ve been shown all these lives’ passings. We’ve watched, a little invasively, a little 

voyeuristically perhaps, all this man’s virtual births and deaths. It’s time to address 

something I have until now been silently skirting. Crooks is a New Zealand born, 

Australia-based, European-descent artist looking – with his camera and his machinery – 

at, and taking apart, a Chinese man in Shanghai practicing t’ai chi. From this point of 

                                                

34 But of course the eyes are moving, they’re moving not independently but with the body, and they’re 
probably also moving the way those massive telescopes move to correct for the movement of the earth, 
moving so as to maintain their focus within the moving body that houses them. I almost begin to think of 
the eyes within the body the way I think of the body in relation to the emergent bodies. Microcosms 
within microcosms of movement. Moving bodies that are not disconnected, not autonomous, not isolated. 
And my viewing eyes move as they stilly gaze, too. 
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view it’s easy for me to balk at this work. And to balk at my own writing of it. For I am 

faced with a practice of whose tupuna (ancestors) and whakapapa (lineage) I know little. 

My own t!rangawaewae (standing place) and tikanga (customs) seem so disconnected 

from this work and what it shows that I’ve been unsure how to proceed.  

(Those who do not use local guides are unable to obtain the advantages of the ground.35) 

In my defence, we can say it is not t’ai chi per se but Crooks’s art, his t’ai chi that I’m 

writing about, touching. Then I’m on safer ground, sharing some culture with him as I 

do. But to write of this work, I too must talk of t’ai chi and the Tao and Eastern 

philosophies. I do not know these things. I only know that looking at and talking of 

what you do not know can do damage. And I desire not to do damage. So I’ve been 

ginger, delicate. I’ve kept the Lao Tsu and Sun Tzu quotes separate, in brackets, in 

their own space. I’ve offered my titles in their original Chinese script. I’ve tried to leave 

these things untouched, to speak for themselves. Yet they’re already translated, they’re 

already out of context in my text;36 they’re far from untouched. To write this thing I 

have had to touch them. Respect for my own tupuna tells me to honour also these 

Eastern tupuna whose forms are now reaching me here. To do what I can to give them 

voice; to let them, through Crooks, touch me (and my text) back. Yet I don’t know how 

to give them voice. I wouldn’t dare to tell their stories, even if I did know them. 

Throughout this chapter I’ve been craving stories. But they’re not mine to tell. So the 

creative approach I’ve slowly developed in this thesis has felt muted, exhausted 

already, in the face of this artwork; I’ve found myself constrained again, in a new way, 

where I’m unfree to invent and quoting is the only thing I’m willing to do, the only way 

I can channel others’ voices.  

But while fumbling through this space, I turn to what I can do: take the time to 

examine a little further Crooks’s looking. And ask of it, is it doing damage in this way 

that matters so much to me; is it objectifiying, misrepresenting, stealing another’s 

sovereignty, forcing him to ‘spit his guts’ like Massumi’s prodded sea cucumber 

(irrespective of the man’s presumed consent to be filmed)? What is the action of this 

                                                

35 Sun Tzu 104. 

36 There are always, endlessly, limitations like these – limits to cultural knowledge. I’d like to follow every 
story down its rabbit-hole, but I can’t, and this tension, this failure to be true to the work’s provenance, its 
past, its tupuna – this need to let go and invent instead, even where I may not have the right to – is one of 
my most humbling lessons from this thesis. 
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looking, Crooks’s looking which we now share? What does it actually do, if anything, to 

the t’ai chi man? 

My fear is that Crooks turns the man inside out. He opens him up like a flower, 

unsheaths his inner folds and organs, reveals his linings, his hidden pockets and spare 

buttons and tacked up seams… And that, in turning a t’ai chi practitioner inside out, 

Crooks also turns t’ai chi inside out, which would smack just a little of the coloniser’s 

probing, unquenchable approach to knowledge: 

The tendency in branches of Western knowledge is to secularise knowledge. ... 
whilst this has the effect of making knowledge available to everyone, which is 
commendable, it also does something else. It makes knowledge itself, the means 
of knowledge, and the valued objects that are part of history all very common, and 
subject to common theft. (S.M. Mead qtd. in Stanley 8) 

There is ... a fear [among M!ori] that by giving things [knowledges] out they could 
be commercialised. If this happens, they lose their sacredness, their fertility. They 
just become common. And knowledge that is profane has lost its life, lost its 
tapu.’ (Te Uira Manihera 7) 

 What we normally mean by insides is organs and bones and tissues and cells. A 

selection of viscera and osseous matter that if not presently seen, could be seen. Could 

be exposed, revealed, brought to visibility, objectified (usually detouring through the 

death of the man in question). Insides that in turn could be sliced and diced until their 

insides were relinquished, yielded, given up, given over to the outside that is (in this 

case) visibility. And it’s true that the creature/ growth/apparition/rhizome/lava ensuing 

from Crooks’s openings is – in its very abstraction – so organic, so fleshy, so visceral it 

just feels like insides.37 But actually, despite the semblance of viscerality, there are no 

such anatomical insides in Crooks’s work.  

So again, what is this inside-out-ness I feel and what is it doing, culturally? Another 

thing we can mean by a man’s insides is his inner experience, his thoughts and 

feelings, pleasures and pains, the felt rolling of affects through his viscera, through the 

theatre of his mind, in the depths of his heart, in the manifold minds of his cells. 

Another collection of virtual shapes and forms and colours and forces, heavy with 

meaning but inaccessible to vision. Other than through external manifestations: spoken 

                                                

37 Reviewer John Hurrell agrees: ‘Rippling rhythms of crinkled fabric emerge within the elongated body 
shapes oozing from the stretched-open man doing tai chi’ (n. pag.). 
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language, body language, facial expressions. But the t’ai chi man is consumed by his t’ai 

chi and not expressing such things. We see none of these insides here either.  

So despite the semblance of insides, Crooks doesn’t actually turn the man inside out. 

Just as he doesn’t actually visibilise the virtual, but merely raises our awareness of it by 

showing in slow motion the passing of the actual present into the virtual past. He 

makes us aware of the existence of other sides or insides or outsides.  We’re not seeing 

insides, the man isn’t spitting his guts. But in seeing this semblance of a spilling out, 

this emergence, we’re taken a step closer to the inside, or the other side. The work 

pauses here at the edge of our thirst for insides, our desire for knowledge, at the hunch 

preceding certainties – and stays paused. Amidst all this seeming ‘emergence’ we are 

tricked into seeing momentarily our own desires to see an inside and know what’s there. 

I see my own intervening gaze, my own Western-academic desire for mastery. I’m 

seeing my own leaning in, extending a finger, wondering if it’s safe to poke it through 

and draw forth whatever is inside. And I see, because I am attuned to such things, the 

dangers – to the t’ai chi man, to my tupuna, to me – of such pokings and pullings forth: 

Foucault associated the process of making-visible with an intensifying order of 
collectively enforced aggression against the human individual. Light – and with it 
the Enlightenment values of clarity and rationality – is theorized by Foucault not 
as a medium of emancipation but explicitly as a medium of entrapment: precisely 
as it enables one to be seen, it also enables one to be caught. (Chow 67) 

But the work keeps moving, past the point where I inhabit and become aware of my 

curiosities, my desire to penetrate and understand. That whole approach (prodding the 

sea cucumber) is sidestepped as the work takes over and we realise that all we’re seeing 

is the same t’ai chi man not inside-out but outside-out, in his various past positions (or 

any-instant-whatevers); that is, we’re not seeing insides at all, but slips and snippets of 

past. Crooks doesn’t turn the man inside-out. If anything, he folds him, enfolds him 

and unfolds him. Folds him up in time, and folds time up in him. And I’m thinking 

now of Moebius strips, and the way it’s unclear where a clay pot’s inside is and where 

its outside is,38 and these things all feel closer to the paper-dolling t’ai chi man than the 

notion of turning him inside-out. And my hunch is that this is better, better for the t’ai 

chi man and better for us lookers, though I’m not sure yet. 

                                                

38 Thanks to Gwynneth Porter, Nick Spratt and Lauren Winstone for this rather Taoist thought (Responses 
to New Zealand Potter Magazine n. pag.) 
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97  上步七星  Step Up Seven Stars 

… and the smearing and stretching become vast, the whirls and whorls of grey and brown 

become utterly improbable as legs and arms… are they dances with a paintbrush, expressions 

of an artist’s gestural propensities, proclivities, tropisms? … certainly their abstract formal 

qualities of lyrical line and colour now press themselves far more insistently upon our 

consciousness than do the moving limbs carrying diagonals and arcs between them … heads 

and arms simplify themselves, rounding out into smooth biomorphic forms, eggs and kidneys, 

circles and ovals and oblongs… there’s no more production, just gentle cannibalisms and 

reabsorptions, shrinkings and dwindlings, snuffings and fadings – a merging and implosion of 

the t’ai chi blobs and all they produced back into their own invisible black-hole vacuums, every 

last atom of the man winking out into nothing… a vanishing as perfect as the Wicked Witch of 

the West’s… 

98  退步跨虎  Step Back Ride Tiger 

Now, another mode of disappearance is taking place. The entire cycle of this life, its 

births and deaths and cell divisions, all is dissolving. It begins once movement ceases. 

No more forward trajectory. Just the energies are left, but even these residues, these 

blobby coloured shapes, gradually dissipate in the wake of the man. At the same time 

another kind of origin is emerging. As the individual self finally dissolves, the centre 

appears everywhere. Where do we look now? Everywhere. And what do we see? 

Everything: the man, the building, the courtyard, the hedge, the building… but de-

objectified, pared back to pure colour. 

[C]olor comes across here as more a presence than a sign, more a force than a 
code ... Colour vision becomes less a retinal and more a total bodily activity to the 
fairytale extent that in looking at something, we may even pass into the image… 
(Taussig, What Colour 6)   

There’s nothing left to doubt or be confused by. This is colour. This is movement. This 

is stillness. The encounter between Crooks’s technique and the t’ai chi man’s technique 

has ended with a merger, the two have melted down into this, the one’s yin yielding to 

the other’s yang, this sovereign, colourful meeting of stillness and movement.  

We have seen by now that the t’ai chi man avoids yielding his sovereignty; Crooks does 

not (or could not) force him to give himself up, but if anything examines more closely 

what the man has freely given, respectfully unfolding it. We knew anyway that 
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Crooks’s looking was not a straightforward objectification, because its object is 

engaged in such a slippery and evanescent process of transformation that it undoes our 

‘knowings’ as fast as we formulate them, leaving us only with uncertainties and 

hunches. And now we see more than ever that Crooks is not delivering any mastery 

over the t’ai chi man or his cultural knowledge.39 For now the work has stopped giving 

us actualised objects to see at all. And thereby stopped producing us as seeing subjects 

altogether.  

Indeed it is the t’ai chi man’s mastery that is somehow intact in spite of all our looking. 

So perhaps my earlier question should not have been, ‘what does this looking do to the 

t’ai chi man’, but rather ‘what does this looking, and this t’ai chi man, do to us?’ He 

takes us inside after all – inside on t’ai chi’s terms. Our looking may be touching him, 

but he (with all his ancestors) is touching us right back. T’ai chi, via Crooks, bites back.  

(When we have mastered sticking, adhering, connecting and following, we will naturally 

progress from conscious movement to interpreting energy and finally spiritual illumination and 

the realm of absolute transcendence. … It is simply a matter of “understanding sticky 

movement” to the point of perfecting the subtlety of seeing and hearing.40) 

For we have suddenly found ourselves on the inside of a dissolution of self, inside of a 

mind-body synchronicity, inside of a bodily unconscious to the point where we can no 

longer find a point of view to keep us separate from the image. It is ourselves that are 

suspended. We still don’t know how it works, we may never hold the code, the sacred 

knowledge. But we are invited in after all, granted access via the dialectical image-

becoming-k#an – to a magical paradoxical place that won’t accommodate us unless we 

surrender to it. That is the cost of coming inside.  

Both 

I believe that encounters with lively matter can chasten my fantasies of human 
mastery… and reshape the self and its interests. (Bennett 122) 

                                                

39 And at this point I find my conclusions overlapping with those I arrived at in Chapter 7 regarding 
Gesamtkunsthandwerk. Partly because the works are both products of the current time, and of artists with 
Aotearoa-New Zealand connections, and my sense of the wider concerns facing artists of this time and this 
place is beginning to emerge. And partly because these readings of the works are both the product of this 
single viewer with her own singular concerns, which are also becoming clearer, and becoming-with those 
of these artists. 

40 Yang Family Forty Chapters 75.  
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And 

Master warriors wage peace constantly; seeking the divine in every moment, every 
place, every person, and every thing. (Sinclair n. pag.)  

In his depiction of this t’ai chi man practising his practice – practising and preserving 

the technique of his ancestors, in which he too believes – Crooks doesn’t take what he 

depicts apart after all, doesn’t critique it, doesn’t try to understand it. In good faith he 

simply presents it and re-presents it, and, I would suggest, offers an imagining in 

another mode, his (Crooks’s) own mode, of the dynamic form of dissolution of self that 

the t’ai chi man experiences. A translation of sorts. A necessary addition that precisely 

undercuts the potential for stereotyping, by detourning the whole image. In this 

double presentation in good faith of the t’ai chi practice, Crooks allows me, through all 

his disorienting interventions, to retain my own ground, my respect for ancestors and 

adherence to their protocols of encounter, and at the same time to suspend my body, 

my mind and my disbelief. That is – here complying with one of Deleuze’s profoundest 

dictums for cinema – he allows me, too, to believe:   

Man is in the world as if in a pure optical and sound situation. The reaction of 
which man has been dispossessed can be replaced only by belief. Only belief in 
the world can reconnect man to what he sees and hears. The cinema must film, 
not the world, but belief in the world, our only link. (Cinema 2 172) 

101  彎弓射虎  Curve Bow Shoot Tiger 

… nothing left of figurative reality, nothing left of the man, just the smeared striped 

background of a thousand moments blurred into one… grass green stripes… brick orange 

stripes… concrete grey stripes…cornice white stripes… dark dark almost black hedge green 

stripes… and the stripes all drift on from left to right – or at least, we think they do – for, in 

their final shifts and shimmers any subtle movement is not horizontal but vertical, bands 

thinning and widening, colours gradually dropping down to a contemplative trio of grey-

green-black stripes… and, being stripes, we can no longer tell if they’re static, or sliding by… 

rendering a fitting eulogy to the t’ai chi man’s demise: movement BUT stillness; movement we 

wouldn’t see if not for the memory of what came before... stillness in movement… the perfection 

of t’ai chi…  
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106  上步攬雀尾  Step Up Grasp Bird's Tail  

I am left far behind. All figures, all t’ai chi men, all poupou and all their ancestors have 

vanished. Representation and objective looking have exhausted themselves and taken 

their leave along with their object, our t’ai chi man, and along with their subject, us.  

(If we concentrate our mind upon it [the imperceptible mystery of the universe], our mind 

becomes unified with it and becomes as empty as open space. This is what may be called the 

form of the formless, the image of the imageless.41)  

This coloured abstraction feels perfectly natural. We know it’s made out of bits of the 

world. It’s still indexing them in its digital way. If it feels mystical, mythical, spiritual, 

it’s also somehow gritty and textured and material, flickering like the old television test 

patterns, granular in its sub-atomic fizzing and fusing of pixels of bits of celluloid. Not 

transcendent, but materially vibrant. Not transcendent but immanent. Not 

transcendent but a semblance of transcendence. Not transcendent but maybe divine, 

materially divine, still holding onto the sacred knowledge without decoding it. 

A great Japanese compilation of Chinese Taoist treatises was made in A.D. 982-
984. We see in it the formation of a circuit of intensities between female and male 
energy, with the woman playing the role of the innate or instinctive force (Yin) 
stolen by or transmitted to the man in such a way that the transmitted force of the 
man (Yang) in turn becomes innate, all the more innate: an augmentation of 
powers. The condition for this circulation and multiplication is that the man not 
ejaculate. It is… a question… of constituting an intensive body without organs, 
Tao, a field of immanence in which desire lacks nothing and therefore cannot be 
linked to any external or transcendent criterion. (Deleuze and Guattari, A 
Thousand Plateaus 157) 

The fomenting place, the source, the inside, the other side, the outside, or the fold, the 

many-centred-everywhere is all the more visible now that that fascinating human has 

gotten out of the way, stopped distracting us with his features and characteristics and 

cultural specificity. Or rather, we’ve realised that he was inside all along, and 

somehow, by dropping everything, we’ve managed to join him at last, not where he is 

exactly, but inside nonetheless. 

                                                

41 Lao Tsu 16; ch.14. 
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108  合太極  Closing T’ai chi 

… stillness in movement… movement I only see because I feel it… if the other does not move, I 

do not move. If the other moves imperceptibly, I move first … and I feel in my cells the distilled 

stillness in movement that Daniel Crooks saw when looking at a Chinese t’ai chi practitioner, 

and I feel the stillness and movement of P"keh"-M"ori me, regrounding as I look at what’s left 

of Crooks’s artwork… my own kaupapa and kawa, my own views and protocols and 

techniques stirring as I look, colouring my sensations… flickering, recalibrating, but also 

moving surely downward into the ground, extending their roots… ‘t’ai chi is fluid, like water, 

but rooted, like the earth’42 … my looking is provisional, all looking is provisional… ‘the ten 

thousand things are whole and alive’43… and Crooks, the t’ai chi man and I are whole and 

alive too… manifold but not fractured… enfolded, open wholes looking at each other from 

where we each stand… not understanding, not grasping what we find, but hearing it and 

incorporating it anyway into what we see, what we feel, what we think and what we do next… 

 

                                                

42 Frantzis 79. 

43 Lao Tsu 41; ch.39. 
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If your research doesn’t change you as a person, then you aren’t doing it right. 

—Wilson 43 

 

 

This thesis began as an enquiry into the nature of aesthetic perception. It led me to a 

point of needing to think perception in terms of art’s imperceptibles – and into a 

related, ethically/politically nuanced, exploration of how to relate to those 

imperceptibles. Leave them there, for instance – or draw them, draw them out, with 

words? (And what kinds of words)? At the start I thought I was asking, What can art do 

(for us)? But my question slowly changed until I was asking, What can we do (for art) – 

how can we hear it better? And, of course, I found that I wasn’t the first to think this: 

it may be time to … scale down the rhetoric of the “power of images.” Images are 
certainly not powerless, but they may be a lot weaker than we think. The problem 
is to refine and complicate our estimate of their power and the way it works. That 
is why I shift the question from what pictures do to what they want, from power 
to desire, from the model of the dominant power to be opposed, to the model of 
the subaltern to be interrogated or (better) to be invited to speak. (Mitchell 33) 

As I proceeded, ‘listening’ more and more to the images I was looking at, my attention 

to the imperceptible expanded to touch upon M!ori ways of thinking it. Thus, I found 

myself also thinking in terms of the imperceptible mana and wairua and k#rero and 

whakapapa of all the lives that have ever touched that taonga or artwork, and which 

remain attached to that taonga.  

At the same time I was aware of my own impact, the impact of my own subject position 

and my own propensities to act, upon what I was seeing. And I wished somehow to 

permit this self of mine to be impacted in turn by the art – while staying grounded, 

both on my t!rangawaewae (including ‘my’ land and its ancestors and stories) – and on 

my body as the site of any action, any perception. Hence I was evolving a finer sense of 
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what could be changed in me and what would not change through engaging with this 

art. (And perhaps slowly realising that hearing what art – or the other – ‘wants’ does 

not necessarily compel one to surrender all.) 

The question of a ground spiralled, via the sensing, perceiving body, into a question of 

belief in my last few chapters. The desire to hold my ground was also a desire to 

maintain a faith, a belief in something, and I discovered, to my slight surprise, that 

Deleuze (Cinema 2) was an ally here too: 

 [T]he point is to discover and restore belief in the world, before or beyond 
words… What is certain is that believing is no long believing in another world, or 
in a transformed world. It is only, it is simply believing in the body. It is giving 
discourse to the body, and, for this purpose, reaching the body before discourses, 
before words, before things are named… (172-3) 

Such a belief in the body and in the world reconnects me to and permits me to hear 

what I hear, the voices bubbling up not just out there but in my inner ear, as if they 

matter. Deleuze notes the risk of derision that is entailed here: 

We need an ethic or a faith, which makes fools laugh; it is not a need to believe in 
something else, but a need to believe in this world, of which fools are a part. (173) 

And Jane Bennett also notes that a kind of naiveté is required if we are to open back 

up to our world, and to the discourses of bodies; a naiveté that includes a willingness 

to rethink some things we thought we had moved beyond: 

how to develop this capacity for naïvete? One tactic might be to revisit and 
become temporarily infected by discredited philosophies of nature, risking “the 
taint of superstition, animism, vitalism, anthropomorphism, and other premodern 
attitudes.”’ (Bennett 18 qtg. Mitchell 149) 

Which brings me back to the ‘premodern’, ‘animistic’ M!ori side of things. Just as the 

art of Lisa Benson and Daniel Crooks, of Francis Upritchard and Alex Monteith and 

Lisa Reihana, was asking me to feel it, hear it, and believe in the world it connected me 

to, my M!ori tupuna, through some of that art, began demanding brave, humbling 

actions of me too: go home to my marae – at the risk of embarrassment and failure – 

and meet my wh"nau there and find ways to write about that...  

Since then, I have indeed been quietly seeking ways of bringing my M!ori ways of 

seeing (in terms of taonga, k#rero, whakapapa) into my Western ways of looking – 

despite the constant fear of bumbling error. If the ultimate collision in this thesis is 

between my M!ori and P!keh! selves, I have been striving to turn that collision into a 
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connection, a genuine moment of touch, of sharing the same breath. This journey is 

still just beginning, and it’s not surprising that my last two chapters are both the freest 

and the loosest, conceptually speaking. Hence I am perhaps open to criticism from 

both sides, for the weakness of my M!ori voice and the weakening of my Western 

theoretical voice, and can but invoke some company on this hybridising path: 

We no longer live in the bounded horizon. We don’t live in pure traditions. We 
live in a cross-communicating, conflicting, hybrid world. But this isn’t to say we 
don’t have traditions to lean on from time to time. This is the gift indigenous 
peoples have to offer. (Royal n. pag.)  

To dismiss hybridity as a form of inauthentic subjectivity, and to conflate 
multiculturalism with the colonizing logic of globalization, is to overlook the 
actualities of transformation that occur in identity and culture.’ (Papastergiadis 
176)  

[…] the Indians not only go in too straight a line but in doing so they jump like 
goats and soar with the free abandon of birds. It is to that colonial perception of 
an overly straight poetics jumping and soaring that we should turn, so I suggest, 
in searching for an alternative to the heavenly catharses of colonizing narrativity. 
(Taussig, Shamanism 343) 

At the beginning of this project I asked, is it more (socially, politically) potent for 

perception not to extend into action, as Deleuze seems to suggest? Or do even acentred 

perceptions need to eventually extend into action to truly realize their political force 

during the singular, concrete situations of contemporary life? Perhaps if we follow 

Deleuze to a belief in the body, it is a short step from there to action (rather than 

reaction) of a non-oppositional, participatory, performative kind – the kind that both 

dissolves and recreates the self. It’s not just that my suspensive art perceptions have 

extended into such actions; my performative, immersive actions have equally exploded 

open what I have been able to perceive.  

For me in this thesis, the journey into te ao M"ori has been one such action; writing has 

been the other – my main way of participating in the rich and vast affects and desires 

and dynamisms of the art in question, in a kind of becoming-story of art-interpretation. 

In this way, from each artwork and from all their splendid personae, I’ve learned new 

(writing) practices for encountering this sensory world I am actually in. I’ve met so 

many singular characters, so many voices competing to be heard – Victor, Mahuika, 

M!ui, Papa-t"-!-nuku, little coloured people, the genie of the lamp, Rumpelstiltskin, 

Lao Tsu and t’ai chi man! – and strived to listen to them in ways that leave their (and 
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my) self-sovereignty intact… Where self-sovereignty is perhaps just the sovereignty to 

select when and how to dissolve and recreate ourselves; self-sovereignty becoming co-

sovereignty as we together choose the kaupapa and the kawa for our relating.  

And here, I loop back to where I started, to the most fugitive of my five artists, Lisa 

Benson, whose most recent art practice is not something I can reproduce in 

photographs, nor describe as sights and sounds… Yet it involves everything I have just 

mentioned: performance, participation, protocols for encountering others and a stream 

of those others – colourful, singular, idosyncratic, real characters. Benson has been 

traveling the world, and along the way she has been manufacturing herself bundles of 

little visa-card-shaped tokens, little quasi-objects, little fetishes, little repositories of 

meaning and currency. Halfway between a calling card and a credit card, they are 

fashioned from perspex with a tantalising phrase stencil-cut out of them – usually 

something to do with time. Nemam nista samo imam vremena reads the clear Bosnian one 

(I don’t have nothing, I only have time). Ce moment reads the red Canadian one. A stash of 

these ‘time cards’ goes where she goes and, paying close attention to the moments and 

encounters of her day, she offers them to people. They mark a moment shared, each 

quite different from the last. They index encounters and they create encounters. They 

accrue energy, stories, agency. They challenge Benson to ask ‘how do I honour the 

moments I’m having without being too contrived about saving the world?’ (Benson n. 

pag.) And they give their recipients options too – to respond, to refuse, to engage… to 

stick to their own grounds or dance a little with Benson, both co-creating a new style of 

encounter for that moment and having something to remember it by. Only when I am 

handed such a credit card for time by a stranger out there in the world, will I know 

how to tell that tale.  

And so I turn from pasts to futures, and come to the end of this tale with just one more 

piece to tell. It so happens that along this wild journey my attention was indeed finally 

turned from my tupuna towards my mokopuna – for four years into my thesis I gained a 

partner and a stepson and gave birth to a son. New anchors; new ground. A new place 

from which to ask, how has this research changed me, what did the art do, what has it 

taught me for living this life? For starters it has opened me to worlds I can now open 

my son to in turn – his t!rangawaewae, his whakapapa, his tupuna, his reo. Some of his 

virtuals. And, as I have had to push beyond that into ways of embracing hybridity, of 

re-telling the stories and of making my own ground again and again on shifting sands, 
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it has taught me other lessons I also needed on this new, mothering journey. For my 

son’s father is from another continent, another culture, and hence there are other 

ancestors and other lands my son will need to be listening to; and challenges he will 

need to rise to – of being ‘different’ in this land, adding his k#rero to what’s already 

been told. (And all the while I will remind him, endlessly, E kore koe e ngaro, he k"kano 

I ruia mai I Rangi"tea. You will never be lost, you are a seed planted at Rangi!tea.) 

Perhaps as Shawn Wilson says, ‘research is ceremony’; perhaps this research has been 

in part my initiation. And as I hunger to finally get up out of this chair and away from 

this desk, this laptop, this semblance of living – for all that my time here has been one 

long effort to preserve the life in the world of thought – I’m curious. What will I find? 

Freedom at last to explore the sweetness of the other side, of the sensual, unwritten, 

bodily side of existence? Or ever more characters, more mediators, more tupuna, more 

configurations and relations of virtual and actual, with me forever surrendering and 

seeking ground as the voices fly out in their intricate shapes and colours from the 

taonga I encounter, pass through me and on to others past and future, enfolding us all 

in their k#rero as they go…?  

 





 

 

Glossary! 

I have chosen to italicize M"ori words and phrases (excepting proper nouns) throughout this 
thesis, for reasons I share with Bridie Lonie (in her editor’s note in the journal Junctures): ‘not 
because Maori is regarded as a foreign language in Aotearoa New Zealand, but because we 
feel it is particularly important that these words and phrases do not get subsumed by English. 
We think this reason is especially important for minority languages like Maori, and 
particularly so for words that are in common use’ (Hokowhitu n.4).  I have also chosen to use 
macrons for M"ori long vowels, for clarity of pronunciation. (In the cases of direct quotations 
however I have left M"ori words in the form they appear in the original text.) 
 

ahi k" burning fires of occupation; today, those who maintain presence 

at rural marae despite wider urban migration 

Aotearoa M!ori name for New Zealand 

aroha love 

atua god 

haere mai! come here! welcome!  

haka  vigorous dance with actions and rhythmically shouted words 

h"kari ritual feast to clear any lingering sacredness after p#whiri 

hap! kin-group, sub-tribe 

Hawaiki ancient homeland – from which M!ori migrated to Aotearoa-

New Zealand 

hihiri   energy 

Hine-p"kohu-rangi ‘woman of the mist’ and sister to Hinewai (Ng!i T"hoe) 

Hinewai ‘woman of light rain’ and sister to Hine-p"kohu-rangi (Ng!i 

T"hoe)  

hongi ritual greeting by pressing noses 

Hoturoa  captain of Tainui canoe 

                                                

! Translations mostly taken – and amended where necessary – from Te Aka M"ori-English, English-M"ori 
Dictionary and Index. 
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hui gathering, meeting, assembly 

huia  glossy black native bird with prized white-tipped tail feathers 

and orange wattles, now extinct 

iwi tribal group 

kahu cloak, garment 

kaik#rero speaker, narrator 

kaitaka prized cloak woven of flax 

kaitiakitanga guardianship, stewardship 

karanga  ceremonial call of welcome (to visitors onto a marae) and 

responding call (from the visiting group) 

kaumatua  (male) elders 

kaupapa  policy, ideology, philosophy 

kauri tree native to Aotearoa-New Zealand 

kawa  protocol, practice, technique, ritual 

kete   basket, kit (usually woven from flax) 

koha  gift, offering 

k#rero speech, narrative, conversation, ancestral oral history 

koru  fold, loop, coil, spiral 

Kurangaituku a fearsome mythical bird-woman 

mahi work 

Mahuika goddess from whom M!ui obtained fire 

mana prestige, status, spiritual/ancestral power, charisma 

Manawatu  name of a river and surrounding district in the south of 

Aotearoa-New Zealand’s North Island 

manu aute  M!ori kite 

manuhiri  guest/s  
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M!oritanga  M!ori culture, practices and beliefs 

marae  ancestrally named courtyard where kin-group’s formal greetings 

and discussions take place; also used for complex of buildings 

around the marae 

Marakihau mythical sea creature with a fish tail, semi-human head and 

tube-like tongue 

mata% tree native to Aotearoa-New Zealand 

M!ui  well-known character of M!ori (and wider Polynesian) narratives, 

who performed a number of amazing feats 

mauri life force, without which nothing can exist 

mihimihi speech of greeting, tribute 

moko M!ori tattoo 

moko kauwae  female lip and chin tattoo 

mokopuna grandchild, descendent 

m#teatea  song/chant of lament 

Ng!i T"hoe Tribal group of the Bay of Plenty in the Kutarere-Ru!toki-

Waimana-Waikaremoana area 

Ng!ti Maru  tribal group of Taumarunui and the area southwest of there and 

to the west of the upper Whanganui River (adjacent to the 

Taranaki region) 

Ng!ti Raukawa tribal group from the Maungatautari-Tokoroa area of the 

southern Waikato; some migrated from there with Te Rauparaha 

to the Kapiti coast and %taki area (and some hapu/sub-tribes, 

including my own, later returned to the Waikato) 

Ng!ti Toa  Tainui tribal group, some of whom moved with Te Rauparaha to 

the Kapiti coast and %taki area 

Ohakea area in the Manawat"; location of one of three Royal New 

Zealand Air Force bases 
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p" fortified village 

P!keh! New Zealander of European descent. 

Papa-t"-!-nuku  earth mother and wife of Rangi-nui; all living things originate 

from them 

Parihaka town established on the slopes of Taranaki by Te Whiti and 

Tohu; Parihaka is now synonymous with the peaceful resistance 

movement established by its people and their leaders 

P&hanga  a volcanic peak in the North Island volcanic plateau 

p#hutukawa tree native to Aotearoa-New Zealand 

poroporoaki leave taking, farewell, eulogy 

poupou upright slabs forming the framework of the walls of a house, 

carved wall figures, old folk 

p#whiri  rituals of encounter, welcome ceremony on a marae 

Puke-o-naki former name of Mt. Taranaki (Hohaia n. pag.) 

Rangi-nui god of the sky and husband of Papa-t"-!-nuku, from which 

union originated all living things 

Rangitikei a district between the Manawat" and Wanganui districts of the 

North Island; a river in that district 

raranga weaving 

Rehua  a god associated variously with the stars Antares and Sirius; one 

of the children of Rangi-nui and Papa-t"-!-nuku, and an 

ancestor of M!ui 

reo voice, tongue, language 

rimu tree native to Aotearoa-New Zealand 

Rongo  god of sweet potato and cultivated food; one of the children of 

Rangi-nui and Papa-t"-!-nuku; full name Rongo-ma-T!ne 

Rongomai god who provided protection in war times 

Tainui  the name of a canoe; the collected tribes whose ancestors came 
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to Aotearoa-New Zealand from Hawaiki on that canoe (including 

my own) 

takat"pui intimate friend (of the same gender); queer (modern usage) 

T!ne god of the forests and birds and one of the children of Rangi-nui 

and Papa-t"-!-nuku; full name T!ne-Mahuta 

tangata whenua  local people, hosts, indigenous people of the land 

tangi to cry or mourn; weeping, sorrow, lament 

taonga goods, effects, treasure, anything prized 

taonga puoro musical instrument (typically M!ori wind instruments) 

tapu sacred, prohibited, restricted, dedicated to the gods and thus 

removed from the sphere of the profane 

Taranaki  a mountain; a region to the west of Mount Taranaki and south of 

New Plymouth; the tribal group of that region 

T!whaki  a demigod associated with lightning and thunder 

te ao M"ori the M!ori universe and worldview  

te ao m"rama the world of life and light; earth 

Te "ti Awa a tribal group to the north-east of Mount Taranaki including the 

Waitara and New Plymouth areas 

Te Ika a M!ui North Island of Aotearoa-New Zealand, lit. ‘the fish of M!ui’ 

Te Korekore realm of potential being 

Te Rauparaha Ng!ti Toa leader who took his tribe from defeat at K!whia to the 

conquest of new territories around the Kapiti Coast and %taki 

(southern North Island) 

te reo M"ori the M!ori language 

Te Tai-o-Rehua Tasman Sea 

Te Tauihu-o-te-

Waka  

northern South Island; name for the group of tribes living there, 

lit. ‘the prow of the canoe’ 
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Te Wai Pounamu South Island (lit ‘the waters of greenstone’) 

Te Waka-o-M!ui South Island (lit. ‘the canoe of M!ui) 

Te Whiti leader and prophet (Te 'ti Awa, Taranaki) who helped establish 

Parihaka 

tikanga custom, lore, method, practice  

tino rangatiratanga  absolute chieftainship, self-sovereignty or self-determination  

Tohu leader and prophet (Taranaki, Te 'ti Awa) 

tohunga priest, expert, scientist, elder  

toi M"ori  M!ori arts 

tokotoko staff; walking stick 

tukutuku ornamental lattice-work – used particularly between carvings 

around the walls of meeting houses 

t!% a native songbird with glossy-black plumage and two white tufts 

at the throat 

tupuna ancestors 

t!rangawaewae  ‘a place to stand’ – the place where one has rights of residence 

and belonging through kinship and whakapapa 

waerea  protective incantation, used as a group approaches the marae of 

another kinship group 

waiata  song 

waiata tangi  song of lament 

wairua spirit 

waka canoe  

wero challenge (at a p#whiri) 

whaik#rero oratory 

whakairo carving 

whakapapa  lineage, genealogy, and the recitation thereof – lit. ‘to make the 
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ground’ 

wh"nau  family  

whare house 

wharenui big house, meeting house 

whare w"nanga place of higher learning – traditionally, where tohunga taught the 

sons of rangatira (chiefs) their knowledge of history, genealogy 

and religious practices 

whenua land, placenta 
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