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‘I am in bed with influenza’ — but what does 
that convey of the great experience; how the 
world has changed its shape; the tools of 
business grown remote; the sounds of festival 
become romantic like a merry-go-round heard 
across far fields; and friends have changed, 
some putting on a strange beauty, others 
deformed to the squatness of toads, while the 
whole landscape of life lies remote and fair, 
like the shore seen from a ship far out at sea…

“On Being Ill” (1925), Virginia Woolf
 

The young becomes the old
And, mysteries do unfold
That’s the way of time
Nothing, no one remains unchanged

“Everything Must Change” (1977), 
George Benson / Nina Simone

A year ago, we singled out contamination as the common 
thread coursing through the events, conversations, and 
studies unfolding within our networks. Contamination,  
it occurred to us, was already present in the metaphors 
we found others using, and central to some of the core 
concerns animating interdisciplinary research and theory 
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in the critical humanities. The objects we were paying 
attention to included: the use of tear gas against 
demonstrators from Chile to Hong Kong, artistic 
critiques of Monsanto-modified crops (da Costa and 
Pentecost), the porosity of skin (Shotwell 6), and 
beautiful noctilucent cloud sightings, which likely testify 
to increases in atmospheric methane pollution (Plester). 
At the time, contamination had not yet imbedded itself 
into our thoughts and actions as a virus overwriting 
all else. Contamination, our call for papers stated, 
is “a concept that travels over neat categories, harbouring 
the potential to undo borders, stimulating even ‘dead’ 
matter with velocity, and linking together supposedly 
separate and stagnant beings.” The urgency of these 
problem-statements and contamination’s kindred 
concepts has since taken on a different meaning, 
ironically because contamination itself emerged to form 
a multiscalar event.

What first seemed like a distant event taking 
place elsewhere soon came to be a local reality, seeping 
into our relationships, work-flow, mobility, and, of course, 
bodies. A state of urgency suddenly made (and still 
makes) it harder to argue for a critical, creative, 
or ‘future-oriented’ thinking with contamination. 
The notion of transmission — previously found in our 
object-oriented-ontologies that make gazes and objects 
converse — is now sensed as a fixture of everyday life, 
manifesting as a hyper awareness of space, touch, 
and interaction. The comfortable distance with which 
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we tend to exercise our methods of analysing culture 
has become an unaffordable illusion, even for the most 
privileged scholars. Having the object of one’s analysis 
become an impeding factor to oneself and loved ones 
changes the calibre of what Donna Haraway calls 
“response-ability” (11) — a term for a mode of action 
or affect that demands care for and attendance to the 
needs of the most proximate, be it human or more-than 
human. Considering that the politics of contamination 
or toxicity affect marginalised subjects most, the 
emphasis on ‘response-ability’ has never been more 
urgent. Life and love in times of COVID-19 transpire 
as a constant balancing act between dependence on and 
resistance to governance, a social responsibility to isolate, 
and the desire for collaboration.(1)

Yet, dealing with contamination simultaneously 
as subject matter and as lived reality has also served to 
reveal and undo the distance between analyst and object. 
Over the course of the past year, contamination was 
propelled well beyond the figurative or conceptual. 
Its effects — measured by ever increasing numbers of 
impoverishment, mental illness, and premature death —  

Anna Tsing writes, “Collaboration means working across 
difference, which leads to contamination. Without 
collaborations, we all die.”

(1)

                               
 _ || _   _ _ ||  _ || || _  _ 
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have become all too tangible. While the past year has been 
marked by a restriction of our senses (on many levels), it 
has also made the strange and contradictory ways in which 
an ecological crisis unfolds more perceptible. If a global 
pandemic caused by zoonosis serves as a “dress rehearsal” 
(Latour) for vaster ecological crises, the sense of alienation 
felt towards our foreboding choice of topic grounds us in 
the realisation that resistance to finitude and survival (2) 
will be the fabric of our days to come. More so than the 
uncanny social life of mushrooms.

***

Despite the fact that contamination affects us to index 
its occurrence as an event or moment in time, registers 
of contamination lurk everywhere because the term 
denotes a process that is constitutive of everyday life. 
Contamination is, in that sense, a background noise 
to existence (evolution) because it denotes relational 
adaptation to environments and changing modes 
of transmission. Indeed, viruses are not new but stand 
at the inception of life itself. By definition, contamination 
fundamentally and simply concerns contact and 
togetherness (“Contamination”). More colloquially, 
                                 
                                 
 ___  ___  ___  ___  _  ___  ___ 
|_ -|| . || .'||  _|| ||   || . |
|___||  _||__,||___||_||_|_||_  |
     |_|                    |___|
                                 

  See “An Interview with Toxic Commons” in this issue.(2)
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if contamination is explicitly at work in our thoughts 
and speech, we tend to be thinking along the lines of 
pollution, of codependent dualities (think: sacred and 
profane, pure and impure…), and their antagonistic 
events: contamination as altercation, alteration, alter… 
in all cases a matter of difference. The situations, actors, 
and interpretations hosted in this collection of works aim 
to convey that, while contamination is often expressed 
in dichotomies, it is far from being a unilateral or even 
binary phenomenon.

Difference is also what makes it impossible 
to convey an exhaustive experience of an event like 
a pandemic, especially in this novel context of a 
globalised, capitalist, technologically-driven world. 
One of the first things that viral disease evidently 
does is to highlight exactly that: difference. As Andreas 
Malm has written, and doubtless others have witnessed 
and expressed, “a division [is] by now well apparent: 
there [is] one COVID-19 for the poor and another for 
the rich” (138). However, the variables are not limited 
to the nuances of precarity. There is “evidently,” 
as Malm points out, a myriad of coronaviruses, operating 
simultaneously for the sick, for mourners, for sceptics, 
for service workers, for parents, the unemployed, 
the elderly… . Contamination simply operates 
and exacerbates the same uneven dynamics that have 
seemingly always been there. Much could be said 
about the tragedies and ironies of the various mutating 
and sprouting tensions, contradictions, and conditions 
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that constitute livelihood, or simply ‘getting by’, today. 
The visible rise and accentuation of all kinds of precarity, 
such as social and racial injustice, the notion of being 
‘essential’ or not and the shifting values and labour 
dynamics this implies, all point to the contamination’s 
powers of exposure.

Contamination carries with it ambivalence: 
occurring in degrees, spreading, adapting to the 
multiplicity of its vehicles and their respective energies. 
We have seen this materialise in the risk management 
required wherever physical or proximate contact come 
into play. A multiplying contaminant with an abundance 
of variably disposed, situated, and interactive hosts 
demands a constant renegotiation of boundaries. 
Even with oneself, the directives not to touch one’s 
face for instance require first discovering one’s own 
face and a relationality to it that was not so discernible 
previously, and then negotiating all contact along this 
new boundary. For Ayoub Tannaoui — whose paper 
in this issue applies semiotic theory to the mundane 
phenomenon of allergies — the paranoia that now 
accompanies sneezing or coughing in public is caused 
by the awareness of a contamination event that may 
or may not occur. Even before the factuality of being 
host to a virus comes into play (such as diagnosis, 
manifestation of symptoms…), contamination wheels its 
affective energy through uncertainty.

***
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In our circles, the hyperawareness of difference and 
uncertainty translated itself into a vocabulary of care 
in many cases. The same language expressed on the 
front cover of this issue, “I hope you are well,” figured 
in all kinds of emails and communication: ‘Take care’, 
‘I can’t complain’, ‘It could be worse.’ In hoping for 
your wellness, the imagination is necessarily engaged. 
Carol J. Adams, in her Critical Inquiry “Post from 
the Pandemic,” writing about urgency, affirms that 
it seems to “bridge the real and the possible.” Adams 
calls for a turn towards “anticipatory care” because 
it “recognizes that we or someone we love may be next.” 
The entanglement laid bare by the urgency of the virus, 
such as the violence of vulnerability and dependence 
on infrastructures and others, helps to compute 
connectivity, to anticipate needs and vital exchanges. 
In Adams’ view, the most caring approach to the potential 
for mass-sickness is to imagine, and therefore anticipate, 
ourselves as already infected, and to act accordingly as 
we go (or rather try not to go) about daily life. This type 
of situatedness helps to override the jarring paradox 
of viral illness as both mundane and devastating.

Another discourse coeval to anticipatory care 
is the one of defence. Some politicians were heard 
responding to the event of the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak 
with a language of warfare(3): an us versus them 
image that is made all the stranger by the fact that 
“us” is “them” in a situation where one has no choice 
but to be host to the ‘enemy.’ Infrastructures, whether 



FOREWORD

16

administrative or technological or both, establish what an 
event is through figuration. Storms are routinely named, 
mapped, measured, and anthropomorphised. Altogether 
such figurations constitute a literacy, allowing the 
dynamics of the weather event to be read, expressed, 
and projected. A crisis starts with the departure 
from a framework of anticipation. It is the failure of 
infrastructure to withstand sudden change or disruption 
that provokes a ‘fight’ response in absence of other 
recourse. Even anticipation in systemic contexts, 
which demand calculation and speculation, involves 
the imagination. A case in point of this is that the year 
2020 prompted the French government’s Ministry 
of Armies to hire and launch “the red team” (“La Red 
Team Défense Publie Ses Deux Premiers Scénarios”), 
a group of ten science-fiction writers tasked with better 
anticipating possible threats to the nation.

Figuration is central to Donna Haraway’s writing 
about “the earth’s sixth great extinction event” (4), 
although referred to in many different terms and senses, 

“Macron Declares France ‘at War’ With Virus, as E.U. 
Proposes 30-Day Travel Ban” (Erlanger).

(3)

                                             
                                             
                                             
           ____      ____        ____   
         /'    )   /'    )     /'    )--
       /'    /'  /'    /'    /'    /'   
      (___,/(__ (___,/(__  /(___,/'     
         /'              /'             
 /     /'              /'               
(___,/'              /'                 
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such as “speculative fabulation” — “SF”. Haraway sees 
“SF” as “the pattern and assembly that solicits a 
response” (3): precisely like the operations of care and 
defence previously engaged with. Figuration is a matter 
of ongoingness. Like care too, it is about ‘the next thing 
needed’ and procession — or perhaps more so what 
Haraway calls “becoming with” (40). What Haraway 
sees as the “cultivating of multispecies justice” (3) 
in figuration goes hand in hand with what Glen Coulthard 
calls ‘pre-figuration’ in “prefigurative politics,” by which 
methods employed “prefigure [the] aims” (403). In the 
settler-colonial context that Coulthard writes about, this 
means to reject the “liberal politics of recognition and 
instead […] enact or practice our political commitments 
[…] in the form and content of our struggle itself” (403). 
Whether it be climate change, decolonization, or 
biological contamination, figuration and care are not just 
ways of conveying and grasping the conjuncture at hand, 
but also a means to “bridge the real and the possible,” 
as Adams wrote, and therefore a question of sovereignty 
over and resistance to what is deemed real and unreal. 

Perhaps the most urgent of all claims for 
figuration’s political affordance is that “science fact and 
speculative fabulation need each other” (Haraway 3). 
Indeed, the distinction between figuration and fact 
is a most actual preoccupation, as the current pandemic 
manifests. In some cases, figuration subsumes factuality, 
which over time has led to what appears to be a cacophony 
of realities. The phenomenon already aptly named 
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‘post-truth’ has manifested itself in the denial of a factual 
virus and scepticism towards research and accumulated 
knowledge. It is precisely the figure of the virus, 
as already consecrated to critical theory by Elizabeth 
Povinelli (Geontologies 18), that provides the meta-view 
of contamination necessary for seeing that contamination 
operates in the grand scheme of knowledge too. It is 
not for nothing that ‘meta-phor’ is the most popular 
of figurations, speaking etymologically both to an after 
(meta) and transition (pherein, a generative change, 
“metaphor”).

Figuration, as an anticipatory practice, can allow 
for a bird’s-eye view of the thing at hand — it can be used 
to consider scales that we otherwise would not. One day 
in Spring last year, a radio host in France asked an invited 
expert to make some kind of definitive statement about 
COVID-19; the expert replied that he could not and used 
the expression “avoir le nez dans le guidon” (to have one’s 
nose in the handlebars). Someone says this when they 
are so engrossed in something that they cannot see it. 
Similarities can be drawn to Timothy Morton’s notion 
of “hyperobject,” used to speak of something “massively 
distributed in time and space” (1) to the point of 
invisibility (12). The usual experts in planning, statistics, 
risk assessment, … were heard, in the best of cases, 
saying that they ‘did not know’ and that they could 
‘only speculate.’ In other words, they did not have enough 
perspective or distance to draw their figures. Certainty 
itself becomes a question of negotiation even for experts, 
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and in the midst of bids to answer questions and to 
anticipate correctly, the phenomenon of cacophony 
emerges to fill the space of unknowing.

The scale of the event at hand outdoes the 
speed at which we have come to expect results 
and accurate forecasts. The previous issue of Soapbox 
concerned itself with grids and therefore with various 
scales of (infra)structure — exploring the tension 
between dependence on systems and familiar frames 
of reference, and marginality or departures from these. 
This issue necessarily takes up grids as well, but this 
time paying more attention to what happens when 
systems go haywire. Contamination is indeed a process 
that belongs to the parasitical and the disruptive: 
hijacking hosts and changing their courses. Naturally 
then, contamination is also a process of confusion: 
blurring expectations, boundaries and categories; 
trivialising taxonomies and dwelling in the liminal. 
Jeppe Bergsama’s analysis of laminate tabletop 
marketing, published in this issue, is witness to this. 
By paying attention to the subtle material imitations 
that surround us, we come to see how globalised, 
capitalist conditions of consumption disrupt rituals of 
valuing matter, both confusing and consolidating social 
stratification.

By signifying a trespassing of boundaries, 
contamination can both reinforce difference and thus 
antagonisms, as well as be about mixing and 
reincarnation: the emergence of a new order. For many, 
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the current health crisis is seen as a shock to systems 
previously deemed immovable and therefore a glimpse 
of  possible change. Urgency, we have seen, imposes 
a new hierarchy of needs on the present and near future. 
The way time is truncated, by set deadlines, planned 
events, and anticipation well into the future, can abruptly 
matter less compared to needs for care and sustenance 
in a moment. For anyone concerned by systemic 
injustice including climate and social justice, or with 
struggles against the supremacy of capital, a crisis 
like the pandemic reveals their frailness and therefore 
the feasibility of a different way of living. Scholars 
of the environment who have, for a long time, noted 
the phenomenon of zoonosis (4) as an effect of ecological 
degradation now also express (5) the SARS-CoV-2 
pandemic as such. In this light, the event becomes a site 
for ecological resilience.

Genese Marie Sodikof speaks of “zoonotic conditions” in 
Anthropocene Unseen: A Lexicon, and how they “trouble”  
the boundaries between species (529).

In an article published in Le Monde in March 2020, Bruno 
Latour writes, “The health crisis encourages us to prepare  
for climate change.”

(4)

(5)

 __ __   ___   _        ___ 
|  |  | /   \ | |      /  _]
|  |  ||     || |     /  [_ 
|  _  ||  O  || |___ |    _]
|  |  ||     ||     ||   [_ 
|  |  ||     ||     ||     |
|__|__| \___/ |_____||_____|
                            



21

ALICE ROUGEAUX & SOAPBOX

Walter Benjamin in “The Image of Proust” says of the 
author that he describes "a class which is everywhere 
pledged to camouflage its material basis" (210).

Despite the alteration implied by contamination, 
the term does not de facto signify damage and finitude. 
Many of the texts that guided our editorial team 
here echo Haraway’s call to “stay with the trouble”: 
rather than dwelling in the tragic — in futility and finitude, 
they ask, what happens now and next in a wasteland? 
Finitude, according to Heather Davis, is the discourse 
that “there will be a clear, clean and defined end, 
rather than the much more probable scenario of ongoing 
devastation, species extinction, and mutation” (353). 
The point is to do away with such anthropocentric 
and individualist “narrations of apocalypse” (353). 
Anna Tsing’s Mushroom at the End of the World is a 
perfect testament to thriving in “ruins,” not just despite 
but also by virtue of contamination as “collaboration” 
and “world-making” (27).

The sublime mythology of finitude is also 
responsible for other blindspots we have. Take waste 
itself, as a material status. Bins act like vanishing portals 
for it and many of us are never confronted with the 
landfill or the material decay that our lives leave behind. 
Noticing, handling, and living with waste is subject to 
social stratification and so too is its discourse .(6) Toxicity 

(6)

 __             __   ___ 
|__)  /\  |  | /__` |__  
|    /~~\ \__/ .__/ |___ 
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as a ‘commons’ undoes the comfortable myth of the ‘out 
of sight and out of mind.’ We are no longer speaking of 
apocalypse, banishment, escape, reversibility or salvation 
as alternatives to toxicity, but rather speaking in terms 
of “situatedness” and asking how to fare best given the 
circumstances: “survival” (7). This is the notion at the 
heart of a Toxic Commons — that toxicity must go 
somewhere; it must spread and constitute collective 
diversity.

Spectrality is what remains of that which 
discourse has camouflaged or declared as disposed of, 
in-valid, dead or over, despite the fact that it lingers. 
Transformation into the ghostlike is a common 
occurrence for toxic phenomena that is deemed outdated. 
Ghosts, monsters (Tsing et al.), mummies (Fanon), 
spectres (Povinelli, “The Ends of Humans”), … it’s not 
for nothing that these figures are conjured in every corner 
of our readings about the ongoing operations of climate 

See “An Interview with Toxic Commons” in this issue.(7)

                                              
                      _________   _...._      
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change and the thriving roots and residues of imperialism. 
For Kathryn Yusoff in A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None, 
‘staying with the trouble’ means staying with “the 
complex histories of those afterlives of slavery” (17, 
emphasis added). Toxic events are not insular, rather 
they seep into the cracks and continue their progression 
in tacit ways. The myth of disposability, whereby garbage 
just vanishes and viruses are denied out of existence, 
applies to history too. As if, like with waste, experiences 
could be written out of history and (subject) matter 
banished to an impermeable ‘outside’ — out of a ‘valid’ 
space and time. Toxicity and contamination teach us better.

***

So we take up the trope of haunting as well, beginning 
this issue with Susana Fabre’s “Surrogating Monsters.” 
In this creative nonfiction piece, we put on the x-ray 
goggles and contamination cannot be unseen. Among 
the artificial islands that sprout off of Doha, where even 
the ground was not there yesterday, one is confronted 
with the thought that, “it is hard to tell what belongs 
and what doesn’t in a place where everything has recently 
come from somewhere else.” Indeed, acknowledging 
the intermingling of things (“entanglement,” Tsing 83) 
brings along with it questions of belonging and origin. 
In turn, two other unrelated works in this volume, Arvo 
Leo’s cyanotype photographs and the excerpt from David 
Maroto’s novel, provide playful and clever responses 
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to the very human habits of labelling and classification, 
whether it be botanical taxonomies or artistic media.

Finally, we round off this volume with an 
“Afterword” intended as a monument to the obligatory 
fieldwork in contamination that has been the past year, 
and, especially, to the closures and cancellations that 
the cultural and creative spaces we usually dwell in 
have had to endure. Because the very topic of this issue 
threatened to undermine its making time and again, 
we like to think that a cosmic kind of irony accompanies 
it. We would like to take a moment to thank everyone 
who has contributed time and energy to Soapbox, from its 
foundation to the production of this third collection. 
It’s  with great pleasure that we now invite you to delve 
into its pages.

On behalf of the editorial board,
Alice Rougeaux 
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

Susana Fabre 

Surrogating 
Monsters

abstract The city of Doha has undergone 
tremendous change over the past few 
decades. It is often described as an 
“artificial” city, forcefully installed upon 
the desert sands by the billions of 
pounds the oil and gas economy pour 
into the State of Qatar. In this place, 
oil — the ultimate monster of the 
Anthropocene — is a part of the natural 
environment. Dirt, understood as “matter 
out of place” (Douglas), needs to be 
redefined against a background where 
nothing seems to belong, especially this 
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monstrous, underground creature. 
What makes oil a contaminant? What 
has turned prehistoric organic matter 
pollution — anti-nature? Except, we would 
be wrong to think of this monster as 
an out-of-nature entity. This non-human 
creature has turned monstrous through 
a certain mode of rapacious energy 
appropriation — a specific kind of neglect 
which has resulted in its unrestrained 
expansion. Extending our notions of 
kinship, and surrogating this monster, 
might be the only way to realise it is 
just as much a part of nature as we are.

The insulated windows are tinted blue, which makes 
the already peculiar outside view even more out-worldly. 
The thirtieth floor of a zig-zag shaped building faces 
the sea and one of the largest real-estate developments 
of reclaimed land by an oil-state to date. The island 
is still under construction. Isolated from the noise, 
excavators seem to work in lethargy. Their buckets pick 
up sand, they turn, stretch their necks above the water, 



SUSANA FABRE

31

and release a cascade of yellow powder into the ocean. 
It looks almost like dancing, and it goes on around the 
clock. The island harbours luxury apartments, villas, 
hotels, a marina, private beaches, entertainment venues 
of all kinds, restaurants, and shopping outlets. Upon its 
completion, it will have the capacity to house fifty-
thousand people. 

It is a remarkable experience to witness a 
disruption of this scope in the landscape — the actual 
construction of land. Only months ago, I could see 
rippling waves mirroring sunlight where men now walk, 
trucks carry heavy loads, and concrete walls insinuate the 
shape of yet another skyscraper. Vehicles cross the bridge 
connecting this island to the mainland. They carry 
piles of palm trees in shrouds, bougainvillea, and grass. 
Trucks follow close behind, supplying food for grocers, 
supermarkets, restaurants, and hotels. Everything 
and everyone on the island are recent residents of this 
human project.

This patch of land is commonly referred to as 
“artificial,” and in the eyes of environmentalists, as well 
as in the eyes of all manners of probable arthropods, fish, 
algae, coral, or sponges recently evicted from the premises, 
“artificial” represents a clear example of Mary Douglas’ 
dirt  as matter out of place. The issue is, as usual, perspective. 
The displaced colony of sea urchins is right to think 
that the Australian family living on the twelfth floor of 
tower number 25 — some 140 meters above their previous 
home — are matter out of place, along with the tonnes 
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of steel, marble, glass, and concrete set upon the same 
site. The Australian family, however, disagrees. It is hard 
to tell who belongs and who doesn’t in a place where 
everyone has recently come from somewhere else. 
Sea urchins might think they have a stronger claim based 
on temporality, but who can say exactly when they came 
and how? Did they engage in imperialist expansion 
hundreds of thousands of years ago, displacing assemblages 
of starfish or sea scallops? 

At present, social scientists are putting under 
the microscope the notion that mixed things and matter 
out place, though previously conceived as inherently 
dirty, are a question of perspective and localised 
taboo (Douglas, Haraway: “Speculative Fabulations,” 
Shotwell, Tsing: The Mushroom). We have learned, 
through globalising processes, cosmopolitanism, and 
th blurring of boundaries, which brought into focus 
Donna Haraway’s indistinguishable naturecultures (1) 
(The Companion Species) and flattened ontologies, 
that today, that dirt might also relate to something else. 

Place, or rather out-of-placeness, is but one 
symptom. But, as we will see, temporality might also play 

With the joint concept of natureculture Haraway recognises 
the inseparability of both notions, as opposed to the 
foundational western Great Divide of nature separated from 
culture. This has paved the path to the acknowledgment that 
the seemingly set-in-stone conceptualisation of ‘nature’ can be 
as equally located and socially constructed as that of culture.

(1)

|_ .__  _._|_|_   _   _|_ 
|_)|(/_(_| |_| | (_)|_||_
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a part in the trial of sea urchins versus Australian family. 
In a place where everything seems out of place, 
dirt as undesirable or as harmful contamination will have 
to be more than a stranger to the land.

***
 
The whole web of life is…a struggle for free 
energy, whether it be between shrub and 
tree for a place in the sun, between a locust 
and a rabbit for the energy-yielding compounds 
of leaves, or between lion and tiger for 
the flesh of an antelope. Free energy all living 
things must have… (Gerard 209) 

All life appropriates energy. This is easy to see, for 
example, in the ingestion of other beings as energy 
sources. However, ‘food for feeding’ is a recurrent kind 
of appropriation that can become redundant. Redundancy 
refers to senseless repetition — to missing the point. It is 
what we do while we quickly eat an energy bar walking 
towards a meeting room. Energy appropriation — food —
is therefore redundant if it is only that: it misses the point 
by taking food as mere food, as senseless energy 
appropriation. But things are never merely themselves; things 
are caught, entangled — indeed, on the antipodes of the 
‘merely themselves.’ ‘Food as feeding’ is not the same as 
‘food as nurturing.’ Nurture is care, and care is something 
entirely different from a hard to swallow cluster of oats. 



SURROGATING MONSTERS

34

Nurture is linked to protection; it is done to things that 
we care about. It is eating or appropriating energy while 
taking enough time to pay attention to what is being 
done, and all that it entails. Nurture is impossible 
without a whole series of care relationships; it is 
a different kind of energy exchange as that of mere 
ingestion. Joan Tronto defines care as “everything that 
we do to maintain, continue and repair ‘our world’ so that 
we can live in it as well as possible, [t]hat world includes 
our bodies, our selves, and our environment…” (103). 
Could that not be said about nurture through consuming 
energy sources in the shape of formerly (sometimes 
presently) living organisms? Bodies that become food 
sources for other bodies and our immersion in this “life 
politics creates specific practical eco-ethical obligations” 
(Puig de la Bellacasa 202). A kind of involuntary 
generosity that has been imposed on everythings and 
everyones emerges as a potential departing point for 
energy exchange through “matters of care” (10). 

***
 
At a beach clean-up that takes place on the northern 
edge of the artificial island, I engage in conversation  
with a woman who, like most people here, is a foreigner, 
but has made this place her home for the past seven 
years. We stumble across countless water bottles, bags 
tangled up with seaweed, pieces of Styrofoam, and soda 
cans with stubborn seashells clinging on. The overall 
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conversation centres around plastic waste and human 
irresponsibility. “Humans are greedy,” she points out, 
“they keep taking things from nature.” I ask her  
whether she thinks other creatures do not take things 
from nature. “They do, they just — give it back properly. 
Humans do not.” 

***
 
Energy exchanges, in the shape of food, are but one 
example. As I walk on the beach and pick (mostly plastic) 
litter, energy exchanges between humans and hydrocarbons 
seem omnipresent: I hold them in my hands, I step 
on the sand they carried, the rhythmic pounding of the 
construction machines they put in motion fills my ears, 
and as I inhale, the air smells of sea salt and gasoline 
fumes. Dorion Sagan writes “[l]ife, including all human life 
and technics, is essentially a solar energetic phenomenon” 
(Tsing, Arts of Living M171). In this context, fossil fuels 
as solar energetic phenomena immediately come to mind. 
Humans consume these in myriad ways: fossil fuels 
propel our vehicles forward, taking us towards leisurely 
vacations or distancing us from harm, they become 
children’s toys, life-saving medical equipment, and water 
bottles for corporate meetings and refugee camps, and 
they even feed protein into the plants that will end up 
on our dinner plates through the Haber-Bosch process (2) 
(Boerner). Our interactions with fossil fuels and their 
derivates are quotidian and intense. It was fossil  fuels 
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that built an entire island outside this window. Our 
exchanges with them are far-reaching and worthy of our 
thoughtful dwelling. 

Appropriation has a close relationship to capita-
lism — the economic system that has enabled and 
precipitated this human habitat and its resulting sets 
of relations. When something is appropriated it means 
the appropriating subject has little to no intention 
of giving it back. Exchanges work in a flow, otherwise 
they’re called thefts. Entangled naturecultures seem 
to require a level of reciprocity. Perhaps this is why, 
in the eyes of the woman at the beach, something goes 
amiss when humans fail to correctly return what they 
have borrowed. Walking on top of matter out of place, 
the group of beach clean-up volunteers is composed 
of strangers. Indians, Canadians, Bolivians, Egyptians, 
and Ukrainians rub elbows in an effort to remove plastic 
from the shore — it doesn’t belong there. Out-of-placeness 
overflows. Is everything dirt now? The ground below my 
feet? All of us? Should my skin, bones and blood count as 

The Haber-Bosch process turns hydrogen and nitrogen into 
ammonia, which is widely used in fertilisers. Hydrogen used in 
the process comes from oil, gas, or coal. To become a fertiliser 
the ammonia is converted into a water-soluble salt which can 
then be added to the soil and absorbed by the plant roots.

(2)

88""Yb 88""Yb 888888    db    88  dP 
88__dP 88__dP 88__     dPYb   88odP  
88""Yb 88"Yb  88""    dP__Yb  88"Yb  
88oodP 88  Yb 888888 dP""""Yb 88  Yb
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contamination as I stroll along a shore that did not exist 
a few years ago? 

When everything is out of place, contamination 
has to be reconceptualised. In this sense, Alexis Shotwell 
is right to point out that she is against purity, since 
“there is no primordial state we might wish to get back to, 
no Eden we have desecrated, no pretoxic body we might 
uncover” (4). This doesn’t discard the existence of feelings 
of repulsion and abjection, which are contingent — yes, but 
inescapably real. Is being out of place really all that bad? 
Or is there something else which turns matter into 
undesirable dirt? Dirt and contamination are traditionally 
understood as that which cannot, or should not, 
be approached, that which harms, which poses a threat … 
the tendency towards entropy and chaos. Matter out 
of place might provoke these feelings. It also might not, 
in the same way I am not disgusted by the presence of 
the “artificial” turf on the “artificial” beach, or the myriad 
out of place strangers who find themselves sharing 
a strange out of place space. As Thomas Hylland points 
out, what this overheated and diverse world has made us 
realise is that “we are all strangers in a strange land, [a]t 
the same time, we are all in the same boat, divided by 
a shared destiny” (155). Which is probably why, useless as 
it may seem, we gather to pick up litter that will pile up 
again with the next high tide. 

***
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Maria Puig de la Bellacasa sets forth the case for pushing 
further Bruno Latour’s matters of concern (Politics of 
Nature), transforming them into matters of care in her 
2017 book by the same title. Puig de la Bellacasa points 
out that, although acquainted in meaning and sharing 
the common Latin ancestor cura (cure), care differs from 
concern by having “stronger affective and ethical 
connotations” (42). Furthermore, care, unlike concern, 
can “be more easily turned into a verb,” allowing matters 
of care the possibility of materialising as “an ethically 
and politically charged practice” (42). Care, which 
“has been traditionally associated with ‘reproducing’ 
rather than ‘productivity[,]’ is the catalyst for the 
‘endurance of objects through time’” (171). Caring for 
things calls for responsibility, which ultimately entails 
some awareness of matters of temporality. 
Understanding that “the care and neglect that have 
been put in circulation in the past are still in circulation 
[and that] effects and consequences [are] transmitted 
across more than human entanglements” (221) would 
force us to at least reconsider our appropriation of energy, 
and most importantly the how, the when, and the if of 
giving it back. 

Metaphors illuminate concepts like no other 
tool of language, and in this case, departing from 
Timothy LeCain’s term Carbocene, emphasising the role 
of carbon in the most extensive energy exchanges of this 
era might be of use. Timothy Mitchell describes fossil 
fuels as “buried sunshine” (12) while Hylland, in similar 
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terms, calls them “condensed sunlight,” to which he adds 
Sartre’s depiction of them as “a gift of other living beings  
to humanity” (36). The storing up of this energy source has 
taken the planet around 300 million years (Hylland 36). 
Thus, “condensed” is, without a doubt, the right word 
considering that “a single litre of petrol used today needed 
about twenty-five metric tons of ancient marine life as 
precursor material” (Mitchell 15). Twenty-five tonnes of 
life — matter that might have walked, crawled, swam, 
grown, pollinated, grunted, flowered, and reproduced — 
compressed into enough liquid to drive me to a store to get 
a soda can, sounds absurd in the best of cases. 

Humanity’s borrowing of energy is asymmetrical, 
to say the least. Asymmetry, it so happens, is an essential 
aspect of care (Puig de la Bellacasa 56). However, asymmetry 
does not imply a lack of reciprocity. When we care for 
something, it doesn’t necessarily care back. Carrots in 
my plate care for me the way the worms that enriched the 
soil in which they grew cared for them. Latour’s “Moderns” 
(i.e. probably all of us reading these words) have a distinct 
aversion to the mixing of categories, and an emphatic one 
particularly when it comes to mixing the human with 
the non-human (We Have Never Been Modern). By Latour’s 
account, this has resulted in the construction of longer 
networks bridging gaps between categories, making a sense 
of justice and reciprocity harder to comprehend. But it bears 
repeating: imposed involuntary generosity is inescapable, 
as Karen Barad acutely points out, since “[r]esponsibility 
is not an obligation that the subject chooses but rather 
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an incarnate relation that precedes the intentionality 
of consciousness … [i]t is a relation always already integral 
to the world’s ongoing intra-active becoming and not-
becoming” (265). These incalculable tonnes of ancient 
marine creatures, in their afterlife, therefore care for 
a wide array of human acts of self-preservation. Humans, 
on the other hand, seem to hoard that care and fail to 
return it in proper cosmic etiquette.

 

*** 

I would like to take a small detour to draw a common 
picture of this kind of human exceptionalism. Most 
animals, when they die, “withdraw from one set of roles 
in one food web and take up new roles in a completely 
new one” (Marris). The afterlives of dead human 
bodies are an exemplary case of not returning properly. 
In traditional western coffin burials, pains are taken 
to “protect” the body in a literal safe box, sealed from 
the soil surrounding it. New life will not emerge, or if 
it does, it will do so through many hardships. A human 
body that borrowed, and borrowed, and borrowed, 
a potential source of energy shareable in caring 
relationships with other life forms thus ends its cycle 
with a momentous proclamation: I will not give back. 
As Haraway writes of Adolf Eichman’s many failures, 
he “could not entangle, could not track the lines of living 
and dying, could not cultivate response-ability, could 
not make present to itself what it is doing, could not live 
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in consequences or with consequence, could not compost” 
(emphasis added, Moore 39). Recompose is the first company 
in the United States to provide post-mortem “natural 
organic reduction” of human bodies through recomposition. 
Human remains are turned into soil, thus preserving their 
capabilities to nourish even post mortem. “Our bodies are 
full of potential” says Katrina Spade, founder of Recompose, 
“we still have something to give back” (Marris). 

Other humans have cared, and still do care, for the 
afterlives of their dead differently. In Mexican Spanish, 
fruit seeds are often referred to as huesos (bones) because 
in prehispanic ontologies, bodies (human and nonhuman 
organic matter) returned to the earth as seeds pregnant 
with potential new life (Olmos 59). To date, a grim example 
of this on-going understanding of humans’ own potential 
life-generating generosity, even in the face of the rampant 
destruction of it, is the common protest slogan denouncing 
the thousands of murders and disappearances at the hands  
of the Mexican State: Quisieron enterrarnos, pero no sabían que 
éramos semillas (They wanted to bury us, but they didn’t 
know that we were seeds). 

***
 
Appropriating excessively and asymmetrically, so far, does 
seem to be exceptionally human. The kind of appropriation 
characteristic to industrialised societies focuses on production 
instead of reproduction. Fossil fuels are extracted, borrowed 
and transformed, but with no possibility of return to any life 
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cycles — at least not within any human temporalities. 
Lorraine Daston describes the disruption of the order of 
specific natures as “generation gone awry: monsters that 
transgress species boundaries.” (11). Energy appropriation 
for production (as opposed to reproduction) turns things 
barren by eliminating any possibility of becoming 
appropriable by other life forms. It is what sets apart soil 
from dirt, since “dirt is soil without life” (Ingham in Puig de 
la Bellacasa 195). Thus, matter out of place, for it to be 
contamination, must also be barren. 

“But not all humans,” we’ll say this time, 
and it is true. By all accounts, our current dilemma 
is unprecedented. This kind of neglect can be localised 
in some humans in time and in space, and it makes 
sense that Jason Moore has devoted an edited volume 
to discussing the better use of a word like “Capitalocene,” 
as opposed to Anthropocene, to describe and justly 
allocate responsibility. Not all humans appropriate 
energy in the same way. Our collective (but localised) 
lack of care to give back properly is turning out 
to be disastrous, and instead of facing the monster, 
our historical reaction has been, like Mary Shelley’s 
Victor Frankenstein, to run away and hope for the best. 
We know the story did not end well, for either of them. 
But what makes a monster? And what to do when 
one spawns from our own doings? (3)

This kind of contamination — non-reciprocal 
and uncaring — is a monster, and it is a monster whose 
creators are easy to localise. The monstrosity, like 
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Frankenstein’s creation, comes not from the materials 
themselves but from what happens after the monster 
is created, the temporality — the neglect. Frankenstein’s 
monster would have been ugly, no doubt, but he did 
not have to become deadly the way he did. Contamination 
harms because, like the woman at the beach said of 
human-appropriated matter, “it has not been returned 
properly.” We have so far seen that appropriating 
for production creates monsters. However, reproduction 
doesn’t necessarily fare better. Haraway emphasises 
parenting as opposed to reproducing (“Speculative 
Fabulations”) because imposed reproductive care (the 
most widespread kind) weighs down and snaps the links 
which allow the unfettered circulation of care. This is 
mainly the reason why feminist theory has a long history 
of calling for the abolition of the family as a way to allocate 
reproductive care, which Sophie Lewis has recently 
complemented with the concept of full surrogacy. Labours 
of care, a historically feminised domain, she further states, 
is work that is being done secretly by “millions  

Jacquelyn Millner, commenting on artist Patricia Piccinini’s 
work (in Haraways, Speculativ Fabulations for Technoculture’s 
Generations) similarly points out, ‘[u]nlike Dr Frankenstein 
who grew to hate his creation and suffered the consequences, 
Piccinini would urge us to bring an attitude of love to the 
products of technology, to accept our ethical mantle as creators, 
to take care of all our progeny, even of the artificial variety.’ 

(3)

                           .-.                
    .   .-.  .-.  .-.      `-'.  .-.    .-.   
   / \  /  )(  | (        /    )/   )  (   )  
  / ._)/`-'  `-'-'`---'_.(__. '/   (    `-/-' 
 /    /                             `--._/    
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of living bodies” (Lewis). These millions of bodies, 
paraphrasing the above words of Tronto, are engaged in 
the maintenance, continuation, and repair of our world 
(Moral Boundaries 103). So, if we are to care 
for a monster that calls us all “mother,” then it must 
be done in full surrogacy, spreading the enormous 
responsibility upon as many shoulders as will bear the 
weight. The story of this monster’s creation must be 
revisited, but so too must we take heed of Haraway’s 
advice and parent what we have created if we have any 
intention of continuing and repairing our world 
(“Speculative Fabulations”). 

We must, however, remain alert, and not take 
this proposition as another attempt at reinforcing human 
all-extensive powers of fixing all-encompassing terrestrial 
messes. In a sense, like Victor Frankenstein, the deep 
underlying motives of our actions are outside the plot, 
and the development of the story beyond his and 
our comprehension. A case in point could be approaching 
the condition of plastic contamination as a monster, a big 
borrowed thing, which we are, at present, unable to 
return properly. Jean Baudrillard writes: 

Is it not man’s miracle to have invented, with 
plastic, a non-degradable material, interrupting 
thus the cycle which, by corruption and death, 
turns all the earth’s substances ceaselessly one 
into another? A substance out-of-the-cycle …
[t] here is something incredible about it, this 
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simulacrum where you can see in a condensed 
form the ambition of a universal semiotic … [i]t is 
a project of political and cultural hegemony, the 
fantasy of a closed mental substance. 

The language of power and domination, of appropriation 
and not giving back, runs hand in hand with the things 
that, at the moment, present themselves as contaminators 
par excellence. But these monstrous alliances, like the 
ones established by a naive Frankenstein, are perhaps 
unintended consequences of “partnerships humans 
formed with powerful material things, whose potentialities 
often pushed them in directions they neither envisioned 
nor intended” (LeCain 20). Temporalities of, for example, 
300 million-year-old buried organic matter clash with 
our own, and with our own cognitive limits. 

Human exceptionalism, always consorting with 
arrogance, might be first on the list of things to unlearn. 
Humans, thinking themselves out-of-everything-else’s 
place, have made themselves the ultimate dirt. 
Now perhaps, humanity will realise this line of thought 
fosters barren monsters. But again, not all humans, 
and rightfully so. Justin McBrien appeals on shaking the 
self-disgust prevailing in discourses of the Anthropocene 
by stating that “[c]apital is extinction. We are not” (Moore 
135). Anna Tsing searches in the same direction towards 
the “possibility of life in the ruins of capitalism” through 
“human talents for remediation” (The Mushroom 190). We 
can, as Deborah Bird Rose writes “offer a resounding no 
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[I will not return this],” which “ripple[s] and reverberate[s] 
across animals and trees, through photosynthesis and 
oxygen, even into the breath and into the heartbeat and 
rhythms of life itself.” Or we can, as she proposes, say 
“Yes” to a “great and joyful desire for life” (in Tsing, Arts 
of Living G61 & G58). By saying yes, we acknowledge that 
we can care, we can parent, and we can engage in full 
surrogacy with the “corporeally generous labour of which 
we are all capable” (Lewis).

Dirt is not inherently bad or harmful if it is out 
of place. Dirt becomes monstrous contamination when 
it is also, in Baudrillard’s terms, out of the cycle — it 
becomes the uncompostable body, the appropriating 
body, the selfish body, the body that doesn’t return what 
it borrowed. Caring for and parenting our entanglements, 
surrogating everything, means “enlarg[ing] our 
ontological and political sense of kinship and alliance” 
(Puig de la Bellacasa 73). This will entail understanding 
that energetic exchanges do not run both ways; they run 
in many far-reaching ways, but are, by no means, 
disconnected at any point, and, most importantly, leave 
humans in no particular place above or separate from the 
always already imposed generosity of material assemblies. 

Thinking I have the right to use 25 metric 
tonnes of once-living organic matter, slow-cooked by 
sunlight during the span of 300 million years, to go and 
buy a can of soda, is a mighty statement of where I think  
I belong in the order of things. Barbara Ehrenreich 
provides a marvellous, and marvellously humbling 
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meditation on humans’ place in the world by reflecting 
on Palaeolithic cave paintings and the wide-spread 
unimportance of anthropomorphic figures. How else, she 
asks, are we to understand the unimpressive bony self-
portraits of our ancestors, eclipsed by mammoths, bison, 
and giant birds? In the selfie age, this image provides a 
stark contrast to contemporary anthropogenic hubris. 
This particular aesthetic might, she thinks, “have grown 
out of an accurate perception of human’s place in the 
world” which was a “very lowly spot in the food chain.” 
This kind of aesthetic representation shows humans had 
once a far more modest conception of themselves: “They 
knew they were meat,” Ehrenreich writes, “and they also 
seemed to know that they knew they were meat — meat 
that could think. And that, if you think about it long 
enough, is almost funny.”

In a world populated by monsters, we could 
find ourselves members of the same cohort, but surely 
not as the scariest, tallest or strongest ones. Humans are 
part and parcel of everything around them. Out of place, 
on a three-month-old island and surrounded by strangers, 
we might be dirt, but we are so along with everything 
else. The potential for harm in this contamination might 
depend on the care we take in finding ways of returning 
properly that which we have borrowed. 
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PAPER

Hannah Fagin 

Becoming Unbound: 
A Case of Hysteria 

in Helen Chadwick’s  
Carcass and Ruin

abstract This paper uses fermentation 
as a starting point for considering Helen 
Chadwick’s artworks in dialogue with 
hysteria. Chadwick’s sculpture Carcass 
features fermenting organic material 
and the photograph Ruin figures her 
nude body in front of a video of Carcass. 
Both works place pressure on established 
boundaries; Carcass’ fermentation builds 
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Introduction
“Things are fermenting in me; I have finished nothing…
My little hysteria, though greatly accentuated by my 
work, has resolved itself a bit further.” (Freud qtd. 
in Mitchell 43). In 1897, Sigmund Freud wrote these 
words in a letter to his friend and fellow psychoanalyst 
Wilhelm Fleiss, diagnosing himself with a case of 
hysteria. Like rotting matter, the pathological symptoms 
of hysteria are revealed through a process of breaking 
down. In a biological sense, fermentation is a process 
in which organic compounds are broken down and 
transformed through the advent of an enzyme, bacteria, 
or other catalyst (“Fermentation”). As matter ferments, 
it faces the potential threat of contaminating bacteria, 

literal pressure on the walls of an 
enclosed structure, while Ruin tests 
cultural boundaries about appropriate 
representations of the body. Through 
the processes of fermentation, rot, 
and secretion, these works create 
modes of figuring desires as unbounded 
and as an act of de-repression from 
societal inhibitions that seek to control 
and contain the body.
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turning nourishing substances rancid as it rots. In the 
case of Freud’s work, fermentation is a building of 
pressure from the inside out, from the psychic into the 
corporeal. The metaphor of fermentation will serve as  
a starting point for considering the work of Helen 
Chadwick in dialogue with hysteria. What catalysts build 
pressure from within and outside of the female body? 
What does a process of fermentation look like within  
art practice, perhaps literally as in Chadwick’s artworks, 
but also in opening up the possibility of representing 
desires beyond corporeal control?

This paper discusses Helen Chadwick’s works 
Carcass and Ruin with a focus on how Chadwick builds 
corporeal and material boundaries in order to transgress 
them (Walker, “Viral Architecture” 461). First exhibited 
in 1986 at the Institute for Contemporary Art (ICA) in 
London, Carcass took shape as a monumental, rectangular 
glass tower filled with layers of organic household 
material, from old on the bottom to fresh waste on top 
(Wilson). At seven and a half feet tall, it towered over 
its visitors, wafting a rotting scent from yards away 
(Chadwick, Stilled Lives). Unexpectedly, the rotting 
material initiated a process of fermentation. Under the 
increasing pressure of the fermentation gases, the 
sculpture eventually began to leak on the gallery floor, 
contaminating the clean exhibition space with the stench 
of oozing decay. Ruin is a cibachrome photograph that 
depicts Chadwick’s take on the painterly tradition 
of memento mori self-portraits. Her nude body sits in 
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a classical pose but twists away from the camera. Her left 
hand covers her face while her right hand clutches a skull. 
In the background, a Sony television screen displays a close 
up image of Carcass, featuring a yellowish-brown sludge 
punctuated by air bubbles (Figure 1). In the following, 
I will explore how both Carcass and Ruin place pressure on 
established boundaries; the fermentation in Carcass builds 
very literal pressure on the walls of an enclosed structure, 
while Ruin tests cultural boundaries about appropriate 
or “pure” representations of the female body. Through 
the literal and metaphoric processes of fermentation, rot, 
and secretion evident in Carcass and Ruin, these works 
create modes of figuring desires as unbounded and as an 
act of de-repression from societal inhibitions which seek 
to control and contain the (female) body.

Fermenting
What becomes unbounded must have first been 
contained. During the 1980s, Chadwick was criticised 
for her choice to overtly present her nude body as she did 
in Ruin (Chadwick, Stilled Lives). These critiques were 
reflective of the transition from second to third wave 
feminism at the time, when sexualised portrayals of the 
female body were deemed incompatible with advancing 
the feminist cause. When asked in an interview 
to respond to criticisms, Chadwick explained:

I was aware of the wing of feminism  … that was 
advocating absolutely no representation of the 



HANNAH FAGIN

59

female body was possible … the idea of a denial  
of one’s body as a no-go area to explore themes 
of sexuality and desire seemed so torturous that, 
although I could sympathise with the theoretical 
position … it just didn’t square with my own 
needs … I felt it might just be possible, 
admittedly a tight-rope act, to make images 
of the body that would somehow circumnavigate 
that so-called male gaze. (qtd. in Chadwick, 
Stilled Lives)

I read Ruin as an attempt of doing just this, of testing 
her ability to subvert the objectification of her bodily and 
subject form. Chadwick complicates the sexual appeal 
of her brightly lit body through the inclusion of Carcass 
on the screen behind her. The close-up shot of yellowish 
sludge and fermenting bubbles evokes the image of 
the body’s interior, of substances churning through the 
digestive tract. In Ruin, fermentation is not only 
happening behind her, but the presence of Carcass 
suggests that there are things fermenting inside of her  
too. Offering two figurations of the body — her nude body 
and the fermenting matter projected behind her — 
Chadwick explores the stakes of representing the female 
body as a subject that invokes both desire and disgust. 
This ambiguous imagining disavows the binary distinction 
between the inside and outside of the body. While she 
intentionally mediates between these tensions, the 
implications of the male gaze cannot be easily disregarded. 
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Both the skull and Chadwick herself reside on top of a 
plinth, as if objects on display. The obscuring of her face 
shields her from facing the viewer, but also inadvertently 
allows for the audience to view her nude figure without 
the challenge of a reciprocated gaze. 

Criticisms against Chadwick’s bodily excess 
mirror the colloquial understanding of hysteria as a state 
of “being overemotional, irresponsible, and feminine” 
(Showalter 8). Freud’s self-diagnosis evidences that 
hysteria was not defined as exclusively affecting women, 
yet, “for centuries it has been used to ridicule and 
trivialize women’s medical and political complaints” 
(Showalter 8). Chadwick’s bodily contortions in 
Ruin resemble the photograph archive of neurologist 
Jean-Martin Charcot who studied hysteria at the 
Salpêtrière hospital in the late nineteenth century. 
Charcot initially understood hysteria as neurologically 
derived, while later concluding it was largely 
a psychological ailment. Charcot photographed his 
female patients, capturing them dressed in hospital gowns 
in positions with their legs crossed, arms outraised, backs 
arched, and distant gazes. By shooting the twisting 
and convulsing bodies of his patients on film, he 
prescribed an imaging of the female hysterical patient as 
highly performative, highlighting her inability to maintain 
psychic or corporeal control. In his analysis of Charcot, 
philosopher Georges Didi-Huberman writes, “hysteria 
in the clinic became the spectacle … hysteria was covertly 
identified with something like an art, close to theatre 
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or painting” (xi). The stage in which Charcot’s hysterical 
patients typically “performed” was the bed to which they 
were confined. 

Chadwick similarly stages a setting for the 
spectacle of her body in Ruin, situating herself on a literal 
pedestal and within the borders of the Sony television 
stand. She is precariously perched at the plinth’s edge and 
she transcends the stand’s frame as she wraps her hand 
around it and extends her body outwards. As the confined 
space compresses her within the boundary of the picture 
plane, she contorts her body to break beyond these 
borders. While this pose obscures her face, the subject 
in Ruin is still recognisable as Chadwick. The asymmetrical 
gold cross around her neck, her individualised hair style, 
the thin stacked bangles on her wrists, and the gold rings 
on each of her fingers are all distinctively Chadwick’s, 
and reoccur in all of her photographic works that feature 
her body. Charcot photographed his patients in clinical, 
medical settings, and Chadwick also constructs a set with 
signifiers of death and disease. The hands of the artist, 
which have traditionally been shrouded with mysticism 
as the origins of artistic creation, tactilely engage with 
the skull. Psychoanalyst Juliet Mitchell underscores 
the connection between death and the hysterical patient 
by writing that “death, in hysteria, is a presence in the 
body” (76). By collapsing the inside/outside binary of 
the body, the signifiers of death that surround Chadwick 
in Ruin can be understood as internally contained within 
the lively body of the artist. Like hysteria, fermentation 
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is a process that implies both dying matter and the 
emergence of life. Thus, transgressing boundaries for 
the same material that has the potential to make one ill 
breeds new life as it decays.

Rotting
If fermentation demonstrates how a process of breaking 
down can be transformative, even nourishing, rotting 
shows the potential for transformation to make one ill. 
Fermentation and rotting tread a fine line, a reminder 
that decay, and even death, are just around the corner. 
The engagement between dead matter and Chadwick’s 
body is evident in the creation of Carcass. Video 
documentation of its installation shows Chadwick dipping 
her bejewelled digits into the rotting bags of compost, 
and pressing the matter into the glass tower bare handed 
(as seen in The Art of Helen Chadwick). Like the body, 
Carcass is comprised of an inside and outside: a boundary 
with matter held within it. As such, Carcass becomes an 
analogy for the body, an entity much like internal organs 
contained within the porous border of the skin. Akin to 
the stomach or digestive tract, the percolating bubbles 
exhibited in Carcass evidence the breaking down of 
substances. Yet, unlike the body, these processes are 
made visible in the artwork through the transparent glass. 
Chadwick revisits the duality of disgusting rot and the 
sensual body and their coalescence in the saturated hues 
of Ruin. In the photograph, the yellowish colour of the rot 
pictured on the television screen behind Chadwick 



HANNAH FAGIN

63

resembles the golden tone of her skin, illuminated in 
the lighting conditions of her constructed set. 

By relying on biological processes in Carcass, 
Chadwick relinquished a level of control over the final 
aesthetic of her installation. Carcass’ glass container 
functions as a monumental column, a physical object 
fabricated by hand. In contrast, collecting and displaying 
the rotting vegetal waste was a more unpredictable 
process. Chadwick depended on participation from her 
neighbours to collect household detritus over the course 
of nine months (Raez 63). She collected and dated full 
compost sacks to store in her yard until her ICA 
exhibition, finally pouring and layering the waste into 
the glass container for the final sculptural iteration 
(Chadwick, Stilled Lives). The emphasis on the process 
of collecting, storing, and assembling implies that Carcass 
was originally conceived of as a conceptual piece, since 
its visual qualities were unknown to the artist until its 
final production. 

Once Carcass was assembled, it became readily 
apparent that the sculpture was also a highly aesthetic 
object. As the waste pressed against the glass, it created 
what looked like bands of colours from up close and a 
marbling effect from far away. Installation documentation 
reveals that at the top of the column, large chunks of 
vegetal waste were easily discernible, while lower down 
the structure, the texture and colour of the material 
dissolved into a yellow-brown sludge. One of the most 
surprising elements of the finalised product was the 
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advent of movement in the piece due to the fermentation 
process. Bubbles constantly percolated as the work sat 
on display, evidencing the presence of life in the rotting 
mess. The gaseous release of bubbles also created a 
mounting pressure within the enclosed boundary of the 
glass tower. The weight of the material at the top caused 
the bottom of the tower to compress, and the entire 
contents slowly sunk in. This created a gap at the top 
of the column, necessitating Chadwick to add to the 
sculpture each day of its installation to keep the material 
flush to the glass edge (as seen in The Art of Helen 
Chadwick). The fermenting pressure reached a climax 
when it eventually caused the rot to be released from the 
tower, leaking over the floors of the ICA, although recent 
reports falsely claimed the sculpture “exploded” (Beckett). 
Carcass proved an insufficient boundary for its contents. 
The combined leaking and repulsive odour, only 
augmented during the summer heat, were uncontainable 
and much to Chadwick’s disapproval, the ICA decided 
to uninstall the work for the remainder of the exhibition 
(Raez 63).

Carcass’ disruptive potential resulted in its 
demolition. The work, a tower of rot and decay, was as 
such primarily concerned with death. However, due 
to its bubbling sense of movement, secretion of matter, 
and wafting odour, Chadwick noticed that, “ironically 
it became more a metaphor for life” (qtd. in Chadwick, 
Stilled Lives). The resulting leaking effect of Carcass 
also emphasised its resemblance to bodily processes. 



HANNAH FAGIN

65

If the outer glass shell of Carcass is taken as an analogy 
for human skin, within its borders contains the possibility 
for both self-annihilation and renewal. Contamination, 
decay, and regeneration are not exclusively happening 
outside the body, but they also take place within the 
body, facilitating its leakages.

Secreting
Freud studied how his hysterical patients’ oozing, 
leaking, and secreting were symptomatic of the potential 
self-destructive nature of hysteria. One symptom 
of hysteria that Freud describes in detail in his 
controversial An Analysis of a Case of Hysteria is his patient 
Dora’s vaginal discharge, over which she has no control. 
This somatic symptom produces in her a feeling 
of visceral disgust. Freud understands this release 
as a physical manifestation of her pathological psychic 
condition (A Case 76). Wetness has three levels 
of significance in Freud’s interpretation of the Dora 
case study: water is the opposite of the fire that reoccurs 
in Dora’s dreams; wetness symbolises sexual arousal; 
and secreting fluids represent the pathological bodily 
outpourings that Dora experiences both in her childhood 
bedwetting and her current vaginal discharge (Ibid.). 
Freud concludes that for Dora, “‘wet’ is equated with 
‘polluted’” (Ibid.). Like Freud’s writings on Dora, 
Charcot took notes on his patient Augustine’s vaginal 
discharge, even describing the odours of her secretions 
in detail (Didi-Huberman 272). Similarly to the bodies 
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of Freud and Charcot’s hysterical patients, Carcass also 
suffered from unplanned and unsightly leaking. Carcass’ 
effluvium, created through the conversion of edible 
and nourishing substances into fermenting rot, ripe 
with potential botulism, mirrors Freud’s claim of the 
pathologised, hysterical body leaking liquid contaminants. 
For Freud, secretion is symptomatic of repressed sexual 
conflicts. He frames Dora’s symptoms as analogous to 
her father’s syphilis; in the instance of venereal disease, 
bodily fluids are quite literally a source of infection and 
contamination spread from body to body (Mitchell 87). 
As Juliet Mitchell notes on the Dora case, “wetness  
(in particular diseased fluids or untimely oozing) is the 
currency of sexuality within this case history” (102). 

Sexual desire is further analogised in Ruin, 
through the placement of Chadwick’s body in front 
of the display of Carcass’ bubbles. The building fragility 
of a bubble’s expansion and its climactic pop can be 
understood as an orgasm of sorts or a relieving of 
repressions. Secretions are simultaneously sexual and 
repulsive in Freud’s writings on hysteria; this infers an 
attitude of disgust towards sexual desires (A Case 23). In 
Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud defines disgust 
as a sexual inhibitor that produces a restriction on the 
capacity for fulfilment of the libidinal drives (152). 
However, these inhibitors do not equally affect men and 
women, as cultural attitudes disproportionally circumscribe 
the female body. In a chapter focused on the use of food 
in feminist art practices, sociologist Rosemary Betterton 
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writes, “female bodily wastes are seen as the true source 
of repugnance, not least because they reveal what the 
cosmetic surface works to conceal: women’s own desiring 
corporeal being” (131). Carcass’ analogising of bodily 
wastes and the ICA’s decision to remove it from the 
exhibition space concurs with the first half of Betterton’s 
claim. Carcass’ recurrence in Ruin, however, reveals 
a further act of subversion. Through the pairing of 
the “cosmetic surface” of Chadwick’s nude figure with 
typically concealed and traditionally repulsive inner 
matter, the artist visualises a space where (female) 
desire can be released from patriarchal expectations and 
constraints (Betterton 131). 

While societal attitudes of disgust towards 
female sexuality and criticisms of overt representations 
of the body — also present in the criticism of Chadwick’s 
work — are not synonymous, they stem from similar 
cultural anxieties. The mutual imbrications of both 
of these trends ground in “the moral condemnation of 
woman's vanity” that “provides a distancing device 
through which the fears aroused by the female sexual 
body can be displaced” (Betterton 130). Because  
of the way she presented her body, Chadwick became a 
scapegoat within a wider discourse of societal discomfort 
with female sexuality. Chadwick’s own writing challenges 
this trend when, in the introduction to Carcass and Ruin 
in her book Enfleshings, she openly states, “before I was 
bounded, now I’ve begin to leak” (27). The processes of 
fermentation, rotting, and secretion imply that the body 
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is biologically produced. Yet, the metaphorical backbone 
of Chadwick’s quote further suggests that the body  
is also always culturally inscribed. This theoretical 
framing raises questions when considering feminism 
and hysteria together. 

While Freud originally positioned sexual trauma 
as the source of hysteria, inferring that his patients’ 
lived experiences precipitated their condition, feminist 
reckonings with the history of hysteria have largely 
attempted to show how these gendered pathologies 
are culturally constructed (Showalter 4). In the 1980s, 
around the time of Carcass and Ruin’s production, 
feminist critiques of hysteria gained prominence in 
academic discourse. These debates are encapsulated 
in the anthology In Dora’s Case, published the year before 
Chadwick’s ICA exhibition. The feminist perspectives 
in this volume problematise Freud’s Dora case study. 
Scholar Charles Bernheimer, one of the contributors and 
editors, posits, “the psychological understanding of 
hysteria was born in complicity with a moral 
condemnation of its victims” (4-5). While women like 
Dora were being considered as historic exemplars 
of systematic patriarchal oppression, a movement of 
“reclaiming” hysteria ensued. This movement did not 
necessarily advance hysteria as a positive condition but 
situated it as a form of “women’s protest against 
patriarchy” (Showalter 10). It was within this same 
cultural context that Chadwick’s contemporaries grew 
frustrated by an inability to discern “whether the female 
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body was being cast in a traditional ornamental role, 
or whether ornament itself was being recast to reveal 
previously hidden meanings” (Sladen 18). Like the 
hysterical patient, Chadwick too faced moral 
condemnations due to fears that her work over-sexualised 
the female body. However, these parallels are not meant 
to suggest that Chadwick is simply reclaiming hysteria. 
The uncontrollability of the hysteric’s body was regarded 
as involuntarily and was often traumatically manipulated 
by external figures in the patient’s lives. In contrast, 
Chadwick made an intentional and highly mediated 
artistic choice to absolve control of her work through her 
reliance on the participation of others and the 
unpredictability of natural processes. 

Conclusion 
Chadwick’s practice and the condition of hysteria 
both imply an unbinding of the (specifically female) self 
from masculinist systems and patriarchal expectations. 
Female hysterics were historically situated as unravelling 
as a result of repressive social boundaries. Contrastingly, 
Chadwick becomes unbound in defiance of cultural 
anxieties. In Hystories: Hysterical Epidemics and Modern 
Culture, Elaine Showalter criticises the movement to 
reclaim hysteria by arguing that if hysteria is feminist 
protest, this form of politicised action is ultimately 
desperate and inherently self-destructive (10). She 
argues for a feminism that moves beyond a fixed idea 
of female hysteric’s victimization, claiming that today’s 
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feminists “need the courage to think as well as the 
courage to heal” (61). The language of the titles 
Chadwick chooses —“ruin” and “carcass”— both play 
on themes of death and self-annihilation. However, her 
collapse of binary oppositions — rotting/fermentation, 
life/death, and inside/outside — makes it possible to see 
these themes together with sexuality and corporeality. 
By modelling a process of fermentation in Carcass 
and Ruin, Chadwick allows for the “courage to heal,” 
the possibility to transform and begin anew, even 
when this process proves messy and uncontainable. 

Ultimately, by externalising cultural anxieties 
in order to de-repress the body from them, Chadwick 
marks the potential for transformation, rather than 
self-destruction, within the process of breaking down. 
Considering fermentation parallel to the history of 
hysteria reveals the porousness of seemingly 
impermeable boundaries and the possibility for radical 
transformation when faced with externalised pressures. 
As they ferment, both literally and metaphorically, 
Ruin and Carcass reveal how bodies are catalysed 
by both internal, chemical processes and by external 
pressures and inhibitors. Fermentation promises the 
potential for radical transformation, even when things 
ooze, secrete, or cannot be contained. By intentionally 
showing the self as unbounded, Chadwick makes 
visible the masculinist systems and patriarchal inhibitors 
that deny bodily control in the first place.
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Helen Chadwick, Ruin, 1986. Cibachrome photograph, 91.5 x 
46 cm. Originally in colour. © The Estate of Helen Chadwick. 
Courtesy of Richard Saltoun Gallery, London.
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VISUAL CHAPTER

Stepan Lipatov
and 

Sissel Vejby Møller 

Perpetuating  
the Ephemeral and 
“Packaged Goods”
We, Sissel and Stepan, are responsible for the design  
of Soapbox: Journal for Cultural Analysis, and for the third 
time, we have composed what we like to refer to as ‘the 
visual chapter.’ The intention being that we would not 
only produce a layout and visual design for the journal, 
but also contribute to it with a visual essay of our own. 
From the perspective of graphic design, an image is no 
more visual than text, or, more precisely, typography.  
It might even be possible to argue that typography is 
sometimes more visual than image. This time, the visual 
elements presented are based entirely on text, and the 
visual chapter includes no images. 
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‘Visual contamination’ is not an existing term, 
so we will use ‘visual pollution’ instead. If you go on 
Wikipedia, it will direct your request for “visual 
contamination” to the article about visual pollution. 
In short, visual pollution is an aesthetic issue and refers 
to the impacts of a type of pollution that impairs one's 
ability to enjoy a pleasant view of something. In 1978, 
one of the first nonprofit organisations dedicated to the 
fight against visual pollution in the US, Scenic America, 
was established. By 2007, more than 1,500 towns in 
the US passed legislation against the use of billboards. 
The same can be said for numerous cities in Europe, 
and  also the Brasilian city of São Paulo that started 
a campaign prohibiting advertisements and regulating 
the size of commercial signage. These cities are trying 
to create a ‘clean’ urban space, free from commercial 
communication and signage. In doing so, they categorise 
visual communication as pollution. 

Commercial communication and signage does 
not only exist in the cityscape, but is also highly present 
on the Internet. If the phenomenon of visual pollution 
existed before one could send hundreds of images 
in a matter of seconds (or minutes depending on your 
connection) to someone thousands of kilometers away, 
then global digitalisation and high speed connection can 
only have added to the issue.

For this chapter, we  have been thinking with 
the contamination of visual information in the context 
of modern social media and ecologies of attention, which 
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steered us towards the vast production of visuals in 
Instagram stories.

Instagram ‘stories’ are short video clips that last 
a maximum of 15 seconds. The videos play one after the 
other, and if you are following a few hundreds of people, 
the number of clips pile up daily into one endless ‘story.’ 
It seems that the rapidly changing, short sequences 
bleed into each other, losing meaning and context, or 
in other words: becoming contaminated. If in the 1980s 
the idea of visual pollution implied a billboard or some 
kind of advertising that affects scenery or the facade 
of a building, the complication with Instagram is that 
there is no alien object distracting you, instead, it is the 
intensity of the stream itself.

We were able to document the full storyline 
of Stepan’s Instagram on Sunday 20 September 2020 
by screenshotting each story that appeared in his feed. 
Following a bit more than a thousand people meant 
that 428 images were generated. Throughout this 
tiring process of perpetuating the otherwise ephemeral, 
the phone — ironically — ran out of memory several 
times and restarted. In the end, we managed to capture 
and document all stories and eventually ran them 
through the free version of Google Image Analysing 
Software, which analysed and reduced the images 
to only a few key words based on what the algorithms 
could recognise and name in the image.

The outcome of this process is a chaotic list 
of a surprising number of repetitives and trivial words, 
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summarizing the story of Sunday 20 September 2020 on 
the digital platform Instagram. Google’s software doesn’t 
produce a miracle, maybe because it's a free version, 
and a  lot of unrecognised objects end up categorised 
in the list as “Packaged goods” for some reason. The list 
still conveys an intense reduction of the stories, which 
are otherwise filled with information, and leaves a 
somewhat poetic but flat vocabulary emanating from 
a software trying to defuse images by turning them into 
words.

The list generated by the Image  
Analysing Software

Shoe, Footwear, 
Person, Shoe, Person, 
Person, Dress, Person, 
Shoe, Shoe, 
Outerwear, Shoe, 
Person, Outerwear, 
Outerwear, Footwear, 
Dress, Pants, 
Footwear, Pants, 
Dress, Top

Person, Person
Sunglasses, Dog
Dog, Bed, Pillow
Food, Food, 

Packaged goods, 

Baked goods
Person, Top, 

Furniture, Dog, 
Luggage & bags, Pillow

Couch, Person, 
Person, Animal, Top

Linens, Textile, 
Silver, Beige, Bed 
Sheet, Metal

Text, Font, Yellow
Organism, Neck, 

Flesh, Illustration
Animal, Person
Skin, Nose, Ear, 

Photography, Flesh
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Moths and 
butterflies

Person, Suit
Green, Illustration, 

Design, Organism, 
Fictional Character, 
Plant, Pattern, Graphic 
Design, Fractal Art, 
Art

Light, Colorfulness, 
Purple, Psychedelic 
Art, Pattern, Design, 
Art

Bookcase
Person, Handbag, 

Person, Jeans, Car, 
Top, Pants, Bag

Sunglasses, Glasses, 
Glasses

Person, Top, Pants
Animal
Person, Person, 

Animal, Sculpture
Rock, Stone Carving, 

Sculpture
Person
Chair, Furniture, 

Table, Concrete, Floor
Text, Font, Logo, 

Brand
Green, Hand, Finger, 

Adaptation, Photo 
Caption

Text, Product, 
Website, Font, Design, 
Graphic Design, Paper, 
Room, Architecture, 
Brand, Paper Product

Person, Person
Text, Font, 

Screenshot, Logo, 
Graphic Design, 
Graphics

Chair, Table, Couch
Coast, Rock, Sea, 

Shore, Coastal And 
Oceanic Landforms, 
Headland, Water, 
Raised Beach, Cliff, 
Promontory, Bay, Inlet, 
Klippe, Formation, 
Cape, Grass, Geology, 
Terrain, Bedrock, Bank, 
Outcrop, Cove, 
Watercourse, 
Landscape, Ocean, 
Mountain

Necklace, Person, 
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Luggage & bags, 
Clothing

Sea, Lighthouse, 
Coast, Headland, 
Promontory, Beacon, 
Tower, Cape, Coastal 
And Oceanic 
Landforms, Ocean, 
Terrain, Cliff

Squash, Ball
Hat
Sky, Horizon, Sun, 

Sunset, Cloud, Sunrise, 
Morning, Atmospheric 
Phenomenon, Sunlight, 
Light

Body Of Water, Sea, 
Coast, Sky, Headland, 
Horizon, Ocean, 
Coastal And Oceanic 
Landforms

Text, Font, Brand, 
Logo, Material 
Property, Screenshot, 
Games, Graphics

Luggage & bags
Couch, Houseplant
Shoe, Shoe, Pants, 

Bag, Shoe, Person

Building, Car
Pants, Top, Shoe, 

Person, Footwear, 
Chair

Glasses
Sculpture
Packaged goods
Building, Poster
Window, Building
Packaged goods
Dress
Text, Cartoon, Clip 

Art, Illustration, 
Graphic Design

Cat
Top, Person
Outerwear, Person, 

Jacket, Hat, Glasses
Animal
Watch, Person
Packaged goods, 

Luggage & bags
Shoe, Luggage & 

bags
Packaged goods, 

 Person
Couch, Table, Table, 

Building
Animal
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Person
Scarf, Packaged 

goods
Packaged goods, 

Person, Person
Infant bed, Person
Dog, Animal, Person
Person, Person, 

Swimwear, Top, Shorts
Picture frame, 

Animal, Mirror
Sky, Sea, Horizon, 

Daytime, Ocean, 
Atmosphere, Water, 
Light, Atmospheric 
Phenomenon, Wave, 
Calm, Cloud, Sunlight, 
Wind Wave

Packaged goods, 
Packaged goods, 
Packaged goods

Green, Text, Novel, 
Book, Book Cover, 
Hand, Finger, 
Publication

Person, Packaged 
goods

1D barcode, 
Packaged goods

Person, Person, 
Jeans, Shoe, Shoe, 
Person, Top

Window, Window, 
Window, Window, 
Building, Door

Person, Cabinetry, 
Cabinetry

Pants, Person, Top
Person, Table, 

Furniture
Wall, Art, Mural, 

Sculpture, Visual Arts, 
Architecture, Street 
Art, Modern Art, 
Illustration, Painting, 
Tourist Attraction

Pants, Person, Top, 
Building, Window, 
Window, Window, 
Window

Flowerpot
Chair, Person, 

Person, Person, 
Person, Person, Table, 
Building, Clothing

Packaged goods
Person
Person, Shoe
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Bracelet, Food, Food
Person, Surfboard
Packaged goods
Person, Table, 

Person
Lighting
Hat
Person, Outerwear
Nature, Formation, 

Water, Rock, Narrows, 
Watercourse, Water 
Resources, Ravine, 
Geology, Canyon, Fault

Person, Clothing, 
Luggage & bags

Cloud, Runway, 
Horizon, Asphalt, 
Road, Infrastructure, 
Air Travel, Vehicle, 
Wing, Photography, 
Airplane, Landscape, 
Airline

Poster, Advertising
Tire, Bicycle, Bus
Person, Person, 

Person
Glass, Stained Glass, 

Window, Technology, 
Fictional Character

Chair, Lighting, 
Chair, Person, Person, 
Chair, Table, Chair

Shoe, Shoe
Packaged goods
Person, Window, 

Building, Window, 
Window, Window

Packaged goods, 
Grooming trimmer

Table top, Tableware
Building
Person, Scarf, Top, 

Person, Pants
Person, Glasses, 

Clothing
Flower, Flower, 

Flower, Flower, Flower
Person, Jeans, Shoe, 

Person, Luggage & 
bags, Luggage & bags, 
Handbag, Pants, 
Handbag, Luggage & 
bags, Top, Shoe

Houseplant, Botany, 
Tree, Plant, 
Greenhouse, Glass, 
Architecture, Room, 
Window, Building, 
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Daylighting
Person
Building, Building, 

Building
Boxed packaged 

goods
Cat
Person, Person, 

Person, Furniture, 
Furniture, Furniture

Painting, Art, Visual 
Arts, Portrait, Mural, 
Drawing, Artwork, 
Illustration, Still Life

Person, Building, 
Building, Street light, 
Person

Packaged goods
Dog, Dog
Animal
Dog
Animal, Building
Dog
Body Of Water, 

Water, Water 
Resources, Sea, Shore, 
Ocean, Coast, Coastal 
And Oceanic 
Landforms, Leisure, 

Watercourse, Bay, 
Recreation, Landscape, 
Reservoir

Animal
Shoe, Person, Shoe, 

Pants, Top, Animal, 
Shoe

Building
Leaf, Flower, Plant, 

Plant Pathology, 
Flowering Plant, Mock 
Orange

Luggage & bags
Person, Person
Green, Grass, 

Artificial Turf, Leaf, 
Flooring, Plant, Floor, 
Architecture, 
Rectangle, Lawn, Rock, 
Tile, Road Surface, 
Landscaping

Packaged goods
Packaged goods
Person, Person
Soil, Geological 

Phenomenon, Trail, 
Sand, Sky, Wilderness, 
Tree, Bicycle 
Motocross, Cloud, Hill, 
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Slope, Landscape, 
Geology, Rock, 
Badlands, Mountain 
Bike, Vehicle, Terrain, 
Off-roading, Road, 
Mountain, Dirt Jumping

Shorts, Person, 
Person, Person, Top, 
Luggage & bags, 
Clothing

Person, Shorts, Top, 
Outerwear

Sky, Yellow, Vehicle, 
Reflection, Water 
Transportation, River, 
Tree, Stock 
Photography, Cloud, 
Leisure, Boat

Tree, Sky, Water, 
Landscape, Grass, 
Rural Area, Rock, Plant 
Community, River, 
Geological 
Phenomenon, Tourism, 
Mountain, Plant, Wadi, 
Vacation, Hill

Dog
Houseplant
Person, Building

Vase, Bracelet
Animal, Animal, 

Animal
Food
Packaged goods, 

Packaged goods, Shoe
Person, Clothing, 

Luggage & bags, 
Table, Luggage & bags

Top, Luggage & 
bags, Luggage & bags, 
Top

Outerwear, Shoe
Person, Clothing
Sunglasses, Person, 

Outerwear, Glasses
Hat, Person, Person, 

Clothing, Scarf
Animal
Wheel, Car
Building
Sunglasses, Person, 

Luggage & bags, 
Backpack, Luggage & 
bags, Overall

Table, Chair, 
Furniture

Person, Glasses
Black, Light, Font, 
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Darkness, Sky, Design, 
Black-and-white, Logo, 
Room, Graphics, 
Photography, Shadow, 
Symbol, Tints And 
Shades

Black, Hand, Sky, 
Darkness, Finger, Nail, 
Gesture, Night, Wrist, 
Photography, Cloud, 
Black-and-white, Flesh, 
Thumb

Person, Tent, Top, 
Bed, Person

Person, Person, 
Clothing

Shoe, Person, 
Luggage & bags, 
Person

Bridge, Window, 
Window, Window, 
Window, Window

Animal
Lighting
Pants, Top, Person, 

Person, Footwear
Packaged goods
Flag
Mechanical fan, 

Packaged goods
Cat
Industry, Machine, 

Architecture, Metal, 
Steel, Printing, Building

Shorts, Top, Person, 
Pants, Person, Shoe, 
Top, Shoe, Luggage & 
bags

Person, Packaged 
goods, Packaged 
goods, Packaged 
goods, Person, 
Packaged goods, 
Packaged goods

Ceiling, Transport, 
Building, Daylighting, 
Metal

Person, Person, Top
Person, Clothing
Transport, Track, 

Mode Of Transport, 
Tree, Vehicle, Grass, 
Thoroughfare, Road, 
Public Transport, 
Architecture, Tram, 
Plant, Landscape, Train

Road, Highway, 
Asphalt, Road Trip, 
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Horizon, Sky, Daytime, 
Atmospheric 
Phenomenon, Lane, 
Road Surface, 
Infrastructure, 
Thoroughfare, Plain, 
Ecoregion, Line, 
Freeway, Prairie, Field, 
Cloud, Grassland, 
Landscape, Steppe

Leaf, Yellow, Green, 
Plant, Design, Tree, 
Flower, Illustration, Still 
Life

Tap, Sink, Packaged 
goods, Packaged 
goods, Packaged 
goods

Shorts, Person, Top, 
Glasses

Hat, Hat, Person, 
Hat, Person, Top, 
Clothing, Shorts

Packaged goods, 
Packaged goods

Person, Top
Baked goods
Food
Shoe, Person

Black, Floor, Light, 
Architecture, Night, 
Darkness, Road 
Surface, Flooring, Sky, 
Line, Tile, Concrete

Pink, Text, 
Rectangle, Design, 
Material Property, 
Pattern, Art

Shore, Beach, Sea, 
Sand, Coast, Water, 
Mudflat, Sky, Wood

Mural, Advertising, 
Art, Banner, Facade, 
Font, Poster, Street 
Art, Architecture

Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags, 
Packaged goods, 
Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags, 
Packaged goods

Building
Bird, Bird, Bird, Bird, 

Animal, Bird, Person, 
Building

Building
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Wall, Room, Material 
Property, Floor, 
Architecture, House, 
Building, Window, 
Interior Design

Person, Animal, 
Person

Person
Packaged goods
Bus, Wheel, Wheel
Person, Clothing, 

Person
Person, Person, 

Clothing, Person, 
Clothing, Clothing, 
Packaged goods, 
Tableware

Animal
Flower, Plant, Tree, 

Architecture, Shrub, 
House

Water, Reflection, 
Bank, Pond, 
Watercourse, Table, 
Plant, Lake

Animal
Waterway, Canal, 

Daytime, City, Sky, 
Metropolitan Area, 

Human Settlement, 
Town, Tree

Person, Person, 
Outerwear, Jeans, 
Person, Person, 
Clothing, Luggage & 
bags

Packaged goods
Person, Clothing, 

Top
Building, Building, 

Building, Building, 
Building

Person, Person, 
Luggage & bags

Animal, Animal
Green, Transport, 

Public Transport, 
Metro Station

Packaged goods
Lighting
Tree, Nature 

Reserve, Forest, 
Vegetation, Woodland, 
Natural Environment, 
Old-growth Forest, 
Jungle, Grove

Animal, Animal
House
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Shoe, Furniture
Cobblestone, Wall, 

Urban Area, Stone 
Wall, Residential Area, 
Road Surface, City, 
Urban Design, Brick, 
Landscape

Outerwear, Person, 
Pants

Car
Sculpture
Person, Animal, 

Clothing, Person
Product, Room, 

Material Property, 
Floor, Architecture

Scale Model, 
Technology, 
Architecture, Urban 
Design

Chair, Lighting, 
Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags

Hat, Person, 
Clothing

Bag, Luggage & 
bags

Bag, Person, Top, 

Luggage & bags
Person, Luggage & 

bags, Clothing
Person, Person, 

Clothing
Chair, Lighting
Packaged goods, 

Bag
Person, Person
Packaged goods, 

Person
Person, Table top, 

Chair
Window
Person, Person, 

Person, Person, 
Person, Person, 
Person, Person

Packaged goods
Text, Font, Line, 

Design, Illustration, 
Technology, Paper, 
Drawing, Parallel, 
Diagram, Fictional 
Character, Art

Person
Green, Leaf, Plant, 

Houseplant, Botany, 
Flower, Adaptation, 
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Terrestrial Plant, 
Vegetable, Room

Person, Clothing
Bicycle, Bicycle 

wheel, Tire
Person, Top
Chair, Chair, 

Lighting, Chair, Table, 
Chair

Pink, Fashion 
Accessory, Metal, Ear, 
Body Jewelry, 
Jewellery

Table, Chair, Table, 
Lighting, Table

Person
Building
Cabinetry
Packaged goods
Sky, Rectangle, 

Seabird
Packaged goods
Packaged goods
Person, Person, 

Clothing, Ball
Top, Person
Wheel, Luggage & 

bags
Person, Top, 

Luggage & bags
Hat, Packaged 

goods, Person
Packaged goods, 

Animal
Person, Person, 

Dress, Person, Person, 
Person, Pants, 
Luggage & bags

Person, Person, 
Table, Tableware

Necklace, Person, 
Top, Clothing

Font, Illustration
Lighting, Tap
Pants, Pants, 

Person, Person, Jeans, 
Jeans, Top, Luggage & 
bags, Top, Shoe, Shoe, 
Outerwear

Bag
Bicycle, Bicycle 

wheel, Bicycle wheel, 
Tire, Wheel

Person, Footwear
Person, Sewing 

machine, Home 
appliance, Clothing

Flower, Plant, 
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Flowering Plant, 
Botany, Leaf, Plant 
Stem, Terrestrial Plant, 
Pedicel, Houseplant, 
Clip Art, Flowerpot, 
Graphics, Wildflower

Hat 
Packaged goods
Packaged goods
Person, Shoe, 

Shorts, Top, Shoe, Hat
Dog
Person, Bicycle, 

Bicycle wheel, Person, 
Helmet, Person, 
Bicycle, Helmet, 
Person, Bicycle, Bicycle 
wheel, Bicycle wheel, 
Top, Bicycle helmet, 
Shoe, Hat, Shorts, 
Shorts, Bicycle wheel, 
Tire, Wheel, Top

Person, Person, 
Person, Clothing, 
Luggage & bags, 
Clothing, Hat

Person, Person, 
Person, Person, 
Person, Person, Pants, 

Person, Person, 
Person, Person, Top, 
Person, Person, 
Person, Shorts, Dress

Squash, Squash, 
Squash, Squash, 
Vegetable, Fruit, Fruit, 
Fruit, Fruit

Shoe, Shoe
Food
Mug, Mug, Mug, Mug
Glasses, Person
Person, Table top, 

Clothing
Car, Building, 

Building, Car
House
Building, Building, 

Car
Person, Top
Tire
Sculpture
Bracelet
Person, Drink, 

Animal, Tableware, 
Necklace

Hat, Person, 
Luggage & bags, Hat, 
Bag



93

STEPAN LIPATOV AND SISSEL VEJBY MØLLER 

Packaged goods
Packaged goods
Person, Top
Lighting, Luggage & 

bags
Stool
Houseplant
Person, Person
Table
Yellow, Food, Peeps
Packaged goods
Animal, Animal
Map, Water, 

Watercourse, Estuary, 
Pattern, World

Shoe, Luggage & 
bags

Person
Food
Nature, Water, 

White, Black, Black-
and-white, 
Monochrome 
Photography, Freezing, 
Tree, Formation, Icicle, 
Monochrome, Ice, 
Photography, 
Waterfall, Stalactite, 
Sky, Atmosphere, 

Stock Photography, 
Forest, Sunlight, Water 
Feature, Plant, 
Darkness

Top, Person
Person, Person, 

Umbrella, Person, 
Luggage & bags

Metropolitan Area, 
Sky, City, Urban Area, 
Daytime, Metropolis, 
Cityscape, Skyscraper, 
Skyline, Cloud

Cross, Symbol, Logo
Laptop, Computer 

keyboard
Shoe, Painting
Picture frame, 

Picture frame, Picture 
frame, Picture frame

Person, Person, 
Person, Person, 
Packaged goods, 
Person, Clothing, Table 
top, Clothing, Person

Hat, Person
Shoe, Top
Person, Shoe, 

Outerwear, Skirt, 
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Person, Scarf
Toy, Toy vehicle
Vase
Shoe, Person, Dress, 

Top
Cat
Person, Outerwear, 

Person
Person, Food, Food, 

Tableware, Tableware, 
Food, Tableware, 
Tableware, Food, Food, 
Tableware

Cobblestone, 
Flooring, Red, Road 
Surface, Floor, Asphalt, 
Tile, Sidewalk, Soil

Packaged goods, 
Animal

Top, Person, Shorts, 
Shirt

Dog, Animal
Cat, Flowerpot
Bed, Animal
Person, Shoe, Shoe, 

Shoe, Luggage & bags, 
Pants, Shoe, Person, 
Pants, Hat

Pants, Person, Top, 

Luggage & bags
Person
Person
Person, Person, 

Luggage & bags, 
Luggage & bags

Building
Person
Boxed packaged 

goods, Packaged 
goods, Packaged 
goods

Person, Hat, Person, 
Clothing, Packaged 
goods

Person, Top, Shoe
Car, Car, Person, 

Clothing
Person, Person, 

Dress, Dress, Shoe, 
Scarf, Miniskirt

Couch, Dog 
Window, Bird, Bird
Top, Person
Tableware, Packaged 

goods, Tableware, 
Table top, Chopsticks, 
Tableware

Sunglasses, Cat
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Person, Top, 
Clothing, Picture frame

Packaged goods, 
Packaged goods

Wheel, Car
Person, Belt
Person, Pillow, 

Clothing
Chair, Chair, Chair, 

Table, Chair, Table, 
Table, Table top 

Building, Building, 
Building, Building, 
Building, Building

Pants, Pants, 
Person, Person, 
Outerwear, Outerwear, 
Scarf, Hat 

Pants, Hat, Person, 
Top, Outerwear, 
Luggage & bags

Person, Top, Person, 
Person, Pants, Top, 
Pants, Luggage & 
bags, Clothing

Couch
Person, Footwear, 

Person, Shoe, Shoe, 
Pants

Houseplant, Table
Shorts, Person, Top, 

Shoe, Shoe
Watch
Person
Tableware, 

Tableware, Tableware, 
Tableware, Tableware, 
Tableware, Tableware, 
Tableware, Tableware, 
Tableware

Airplane
Picture frame
Lighting
Cabinetry, Cabinetry
Lighting, Lighting, 

Houseplant
Building, Building
Shoe, Shoe, Shoe
Shoe
Building, Car, Car, 

Car
Packaged goods
Person, Footwear, 

Top, Shoe
Person, Chair, 

Person, Footwear, 
Shoe

Person, Laptop, 
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Computer keyboard
Dog, Dog
Duck, Water, Bird, 

Water Bird, Pond, 
Green, Ducks, Geese 
And Swans, Waterfowl, 
Water Resources

Necklace
Packaged goods
Picture frame
Person
Dog
Figurine
Packaged goods, 

Person, Packaged 
goods, Person, Person, 
Clothing

Horizon, Sea, Sky, 
Ocean, Water, 
Atmospheric 
Phenomenon, Calm, 
Atmosphere, Wave

Hat, Top, Person, 
Table top, Footwear

Luggage & bags
Building, Building
Building
Packaged goods, 

Packaged goods, Food, 

Earrings, Packaged 
goods

Person, Swimwear, 
Shorts, Top

Text, Font, Paper, 
Document

Jeans, Person, Hat, 
Footwear

Person, Top, Pants
Furniture
Top, Person, Belt, 

Pants, Hat
Person, Person
Lighting, Lighting, 

Lighting
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biography Sissel Vejby Møller (1994)
and Stepan Lipatov (1989) are both 
graduated from Gerrit Rietveld Academy 
in Amsterdam in 2019, and are working 
as Graphic Designers in Copenhagen and 
in Moscow. As graphic designers they 
experiment with the language between 
text and image.
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Felix Rössler  

A Longing for 
Contamination: 
Historiography 

in Hiroshima mon 
Amour

abstract This essay sketches a 
historiographical approach to the 1945 
nuclear attack on Hiroshima in a close-
reading of Alain Resnais and Marguerite 
Duras’ film Hiroshima mon Amour (1959). 
The paper argues that Hiroshima 
mediates the entangled space-time 
of the contaminated area of Hiroshima 
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In Specters of Marx, Jacques Derrida imagines an approach 
to historiography(1) that is guided by the responsibility 
of doing justice to the other across time — “a politics of 
memory, of inheritance, and of generations” (xviii). 
In contrast to the traditional conception of ontology that 
determines being in terms of presence, his notion of 
hauntology reconfigures being through the figure of the 

through the erotic encounter between 
the two protagonists of the film. 
Informed by a hauntological framework 
and recent discourse on posthumanism, 
the essay proceeds towards a theory  
of contaminated historiography by 
comparing Karen Barad’s concept  
of diffraction and Elizabeth Freeman’s 
erotohistoriographical method. 
This contaminated historiography 
emerges through the sensual and tactile 
collaborations between human entities 
and forms of nuclear energy, which 
manifest in the film’s erotic language 
and imagery.
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Broadly put, historiography is the critical study of the 
formation of historical narratives and investigates the 
broader tendencies and implications that underpin the 
writing of history.
For interpretations of the film that discuss its portrayal of 
the body and touch, see Barker, Jennifer. The Tactile Eye: 
Touch and the Cinematic Experience. U of California P, 2009. 
Caruth, Kathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, 
and History. Johns Hopkins UP, 1996. Martin, Christian. 
“Skin Deep: Bodies Without Limits in Hiroshima Mon 
Amour.” French Forum, vol. 38, no. 1-2, pp. 267-282. The 
only interpretation of the film through the lens of 
posthumanism so far is, to my knowledge, in Schliephake, 
Christopher Martin. “The Materiality of History and the 
Shifting Shapes of Memory in John Hersey’s Hiroshima 
and Alain Resnais’s Hiroshima Mon Amour.” Ecozon@,  
vol. 4, no. 1, 2013, pp. 61-77.

spectre that is neither fully present nor absent. This 
hauntological approach to histories of loss and violence 
investigates how to live with ghosts in the present. 
It enables us to think about the category of the present 
as a haunted and entangled space-time that unsettles the 
unidirectional progression of history. Alain Resnais and 
Marguerite Duras’ film Hiroshima mon Amour (1959) raises 
the question of how to ‘be-with’ spectres from the past in 
the context of the 1945 atomic bombing of Hiroshima. 
Existing scholarship on the film has noted the tactile and 
corporeal investigation of the history of Hiroshima;(2) yet 
has largely overlooked the historiographical implication of 

(1)

(2)

8           8       
8d8b. .d8b. 8 .d88b 
8P Y8 8' .8 8 8.dP' 
8   8 `Y8P' 8 `Y88P
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the nuclear energy that has been dispersed throughout 
the city. How can we think historically about 
environments exposed to forms of nuclear energy 
that continue to impinge on our bodies in the present? 
This paper seeks to illustrate how Hiroshima relates 
this hauntological spatio-temporality of radioactive 
contamination through the grammar of the erotic. In her 
reading of Derrida’s historiographical philosophy, Karen 
Barad has argued that quantum experiments have given 
“empirical evidence for a hauntology” (“Troubling” 73). 
She provides the theoretical foundation of this paper 
for approaching the nuclear history of Hiroshima with her 
concept of diffraction. This paper compares Barad’s theory 
with Elizabeth Freeman’s concept of erotohistoriography 
to investigate how the film’s erotic imagery and 
language render the strange ontology of radioactive 
contamination visible. Freeman draws on Derrida’s 
notion of hauntology to investigate the possibilities of 
disrupting conventionalised rhythms and other temporal 
structures through the erotic form of corporeal 
entanglement (10). Before proceeding to the discussion 
of the film, I will briefly introduce the theory of 
diffraction, which is crucial for moving towards embodied 
and sensual forms of his thinking in the context 
of the film’s portrayal of radioactive contamination.

Diffraction
In Meeting the Universe Halfway, theoretical physicist and 
feminist critic Karen Barad merges quantum theory and 
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feminist philosophy on difference to formulate 
a diffractive model for making sense of the world, as 
opposed to the conventionalised representational model. 
She does so by introducing the debate between 
Newtonian and quantum physicists on the ontological 
differences between waves and particles. According 
to Newtonian physics, diffraction patterns occur in the 
overlapping of waves in one point in space, for example 
when light passes through a slit (75). These overlapping 
waves enter a state of spatial superposition that 
constitutes a pattern of diffraction (try to imagine the 
overlapping of disturbances that occurs after two stones 
have been thrown into the same pond simultaneously. 
This is an example of a diffraction pattern). Newtonian 
physics dictates  that matter can only occupy one point 
in space at one moment in time, as it consists of particles 
and not waves; matter is unable to enter a state of 
superposition and display diffraction patterns (76). 
Therefore, specific objects — composed of matter — are 
thought to be ontologically distinct from one another. 
Engaged in intellectual activities, subjects make sense 
of  an object independently. This is the representational 
epistemological model based on reflection.

Barad, however, insists that this conception of 
reflection is flawed. Quantum physicists like herself have 
shown that particles produce diffraction patterns just like 
waves. She points out that these insights from quantum 
physics apply to particles in scientific experiments 
but also to the larger material structures we inhabit (85). 
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The quantum understanding of diffraction grounds 
Barad’s “nonrepresentationalist methodological” model 
(88). This diffractive model posits that knowledge 
practices do not facilitate the interaction between 
demarcated and self-present entities — independent 
subjects and their objects of inquiry — but the relational 
“intra-action” between subjects and objects that 
manifests momentarily depending on the specifics 
of their relation to each other (82). This means that 
scientific and intellectual processes are not only 
reflective of the world but partake in its construction 
(71). If reflection is a research method based on the 
model of representation, the model of diffraction insists 
that the world emerges through the collaboration 
between relational but different entities. This diffractive 
intra-action is an “onto-epistemological” practice that 
determines reality (90). How we make sense of the world 
and its histories ‘matters’ in the literal sense of the word.

In a recent paper that investigates how to 
approach histories marked by nuclear violence, Barad 
draws on her backgrounds as physicist and feminist 
critic to think about temporal diffraction, which is the 
superposition of different points in time. She coins 
the concept re-membering that emphasises the effects on 
the material worlds we inhabit. An active mode of ‘doing 
history,’ re-membering continuously re-negotiates the 
entangled relationship between the past and the present. 
Hiroshima, I argue, conveys this re-membering of spatio-
temporalities marked by radiation through the lovers’ 
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touch. Freeman’s erotohistoriographical framework helps 
make sense of this emphasis on the erotic form of bodily 
entanglement for imagining different modes of mattering 
across time and space.

Re-membering and Longing 
Hiroshima is set in post-war Hiroshima of 1957 and 
portrays the brief love affair between two nameless 
persons: an architect from Hiroshima and a French actress 
that plans on leaving Japan the next day. Centred on the 
passionate encounter between these two protagonists, 
the film integrates two other narratives into its main 
storyline: that of the destruction and reconstruction 
of Hiroshima, and the woman’s memories of the death 
of her first lover, a German soldier, which occurred in 
Nevers during the liberation of France in 1945. The film’s 
detailed engagement with the French liberation in Nevers 
and its framing of the atomic event through French 
history have sparked debates on a transnational politics 
of storytelling. Cathy Caruth rightly observes “that it 
is through the fictional story, not about Hiroshima but 
taking place at its site” that the film approaches the 
historical event of the bombing (27). This framing of 
Hiroshima as passive container for narratives, however, 
does not account for the forms of environmental agency 
that have emerged at the contaminated bombing site. 
Here, it is helpful to think with Barad about 
contaminated environments as “time beings” whose 
prolonged temporalities manifest a posthumanist form  
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of agency (“Troubling” 83). Barad notes that radiation 
exposure complicates a causality based on immediacy, 
and that approaching the nuclear histories of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki requires an understanding of causality 
that encapsulates the local entanglement of spatio-
temporalities (63). The film visualises this spatio-
temporal complication through the erotic dimension 
of the protagonists’ corporeal encounter.

Hiroshima opens with the close-up shot of two 
bodies sensually embracing each other. Their damaged 
skin is covered in ash, alluding to the devastation 
wrought by the bomb’s impact. The victims’ erotic 
gestures contrast this notation of destruction and death, 
resisting the progression of history by emphasising the 
bodies’ material relation to each other and to this 
moment in time. This first image of the film cautiously 
dissolves into a similarly composed shot of two entangled 
bodies — soon to be introduced as the protagonists of 
the film. The “cinematic dissolve,” Jennifer Barker notes 
in her reading of Hiroshima, “moves us from shot to shot 
by allowing the surface of one image to press against 
the other as they merge slowly” (60). It generates an 
impression of tactility by materially relating two images, 
complicating their boundaries until we can no longer 
indicate which point demarcates the one from the other. 
The dissolving images and bodies bridge the material 
and temporal boundaries that separate the event 
of the bombing from this moment in 1957. Stacy Alaimo 
has argued that “dwelling in the dissolve” is a form of 
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exposure that re-defines the material relationship between 
body and environment (1). She goes on to say that bodies 
that dwell in the dissolve “inhabit a fraught sense of 
political agency that emerges from the perceived loss of 
boundaries and sovereignty,” forging “material rather than 
abstract alliances” between human and non-human entities 
(5). In the context of the nuclear bombing, this notion 
of exposure infuses the erotic entanglement of the opening 
shots with a distinctively posthuman sense of contiguity. 
The exposure to the contaminated time-being of 
Hiroshima puts the protagonists’ embrace in — more or 
less — direct touch with the energy released by the impact 
of the bomb. Sharing Alaimo’s interest in the material 
dimension of posthuman encounters, Timothy Morton’s 
concept of hyperobjects illustrates how the relationship 
of the body to radioactive materials can be conceived as 
a kind of touch.

Being a hyperobject, nuclear energy is “massively 
distributed in time and space relative to humans,” and thus 
troubles temporalities that are based on the causality of 
immediacy (1). Echoing Derrida’s hauntological model, 
Morton argues that nuclear energy requires an ontology 
that is not based on presence in the conventional sense. 
He reminds us that the attacks on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki coated the Earth’s “circumference [with] a thin 
layer of radioactive materials” (4). The everyday presence 
of these materials is now a matter of fact, but it is marked 
by a strange kind of absence: radioactive energy cannot be 
conceived in its full dimension because it is radically 
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nonlocal (38). It consists of particles that are ontologically 
related but spatially separated and responsive to each 
other even over vast distances (44-45). Nuclear energy is 
not real in the conventional sense of being present; it is 
marked by the absence of an ontologically stable state. 
Hyperobjects are imperceptible; however, they manifest 
locally by materially attaching themselves to others: 
“they ‘stick’ to beings that are involved with them” (1). 
The term ‘viscosity’ tends to describe substances that 
exhibit “glutinous or gluey character” (OED). Morton 
extends its definition to relational entities that are not 
materially present but only manifest through sticking to 
other entities. The film visualises this relation between 
radioactive and erotic touch in the first twenty minutes 
where the close-up shots of the couple caressing each 
other in the woman’s hotel room merge with images of 
the bomb’s aftermath and its effect on the environment 
and inhabitants of Hiroshima. These images appear 
distant and topological, painting a stark contrast between 
the film’s erotic and historical images. The film, however, 
explicitly problematises this dichotomous relationship 
between sensation and cognition.

The historical reconstruction of Hiroshima is told 
from the perspective of the woman and her visits to the 
local museum. “The reconstructions in the museum,” the 
woman describes her experience, “have been made as 
authentically as possible. […] The illusion, it’s quite simple, 
the illusion is so perfect that the tourists cry” (Hiroshima). 
This idealistic rendering of representation as ‘perfect 
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illusion’ presupposes that a truthful engagement with the 
past takes the form of a visual reconstruction. The footage 
having succeeded in the performance of this  truth, the 
woman confidently claims to have “seen everything” of 
the event and, therefore, to know and have done justice 
to it (Hiroshima). The narrative structure of this part of 
the film conveys the constraints of this historiographical 
approach. The actress’ monologic narration is continuously 
undermined by the interspersion of dialogue and images. 
To illustrate, the man repeatedly interjects the story of the 
woman by claiming: “You saw nothing in Hiroshima. 
Nothing. […] You made it all up. […] Nothing. You know 
nothing” (Hiroshima). He denies her testimonial act, 
underlining that she is only repeating a ‘made-up’ 
narrative of Hiroshima’s successful recuperation based on 
a progressive model of history. This playful problematising 
of the woman’s historical narrative conveys that artificial 
structures tend to be conventionalised through repetition. 
In line with Judith Butler’s definition of performativity, 
according to which social conventions are naturalised 
through repetitive enactments, Elizabeth Freeman argues 
that the institutionalisation of certain temporal rhythms 
and repetitions “engenders a sense of being and belonging 
that feels natural” (18). Through its structure and imagery, 
the film criticises abstract narratives of Hiroshima’s 
restoration, instead suggesting sensual forms of ‘getting in 
touch’ with its history.

The field of queer memory studies has shown 
that our experiences constitute corporeal and psychic 
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“archives of feeling” that are intricately intertwined with 
the social and material dimension of history, and provide 
an affective lens through which we can explore histories 
marked by loss and violence (Cvetkovich; Love). 
Building on these insights, Freeman theorises her 
erotohistoriographical model to illustrate “that contact 
with historical materials can be precipitated by particular 
bodily dispositions” that “may elicit bodily responses, 
even pleasurable ones, that are themselves a form of 
understanding” (95-96). It is in this sense that the film 
opposes the above-mentioned conventional approach 
to historiography. Instead, it investigates the 
historiographical element of sensual experiences. 
The film’s gruesome images of the bombed-out city and 
its victims are repeatedly interrupted by the sensuous 
shots of the protagonists in the woman’s hotel room, 
reminding us that the couples’ approximation to the 
past emerges in tactile collaboration. This erotic 
entanglement of the protagonists enables them to break 
free from institutionally regulated temporalities to 
imagine different modes of collectively inhabiting time. 
This is what Freeman terms longing.

Freeman makes the important distinction 
between the much-criticised psychoanalytical model of 
desire and her own. The former sees desire as the belief 
in a lacking object that the subject needs to become 
whole, while her concept of longing “produces modes 
of both belonging and ‘being long,’ or persisting over 
time” (13). This mode of longing, Freeman elaborates, 



FELIX RÖSSLER

113

“refuse[s] to write the lost object into the present, but 
tr[ies] to encounter it already in the present, by 
encountering the present itself as hybrid;” moreover, it 
uses “the body as a tool to effect, figure, and perform 
that encounter” (14). Accordingly, the protagonists’ 
longing is not a desire for the recuperation of the lost 
other, but a form of recognising the body’s potential 
for practicing different forms of relating with this other 
across time. This erotic hybridisation of the present bears 
similarities to the entangled temporality that grounds 
Barad’s notion of re-membering.

Similar to Freeman’s insights into the temporal 
diffusion that marks our experiences in the present, 
Barad thinks about temporality as entangled. She notes 
that quantum experiments have proven that temporal 
diffraction occurs when entities enter a moment of 
temporal superposition; they then, paradoxically, inhabit 
different moments in time at the same time (“Тroubling” 
67). In Hiroshima, the different timelines of the film — 
the Nevers of 1945 and the Hiroshima of 1957 — become 
increasingly blurred, infusing the protagonists’ sense of 
time and space with a kind of contingency. As the story  
of the film unfolds, the referents of pronouns and other 
deictic words become increasingly ambiguous. For 
example, the man keeps referring to the woman’s German 
lover in the first person, as if he were the other man 
himself. The first hint at the complicated space-time 
involved in the couples’ encounter is introduced in the 
form of an involuntary memory. Having just finished her 
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account on Hiroshima’s history, the camera depicts the 
woman standing on the balcony of her hotel room, 
observing her sleeping Japanese lover. As she emphatically 
notes his twitching middle finger, the film blends in an 
image of her witnessing the death of the German soldier, 
his hand trembling in the same way. The referent of the 
woman’s longing is suddenly doubled, marking two bodies 
separated by vast spatial and temporal distances. In a 
later moment of the film, the man inscribes his present 
self into the past experience of the woman: “It was here,” 
referring to her tragic experience in France, “that I seem 
to have understood, that I almost lost you, and that I risked 
never knowing you” (Hiroshima). The odd phrasing in this 
statement — the ‘here’ referencing a point in time where 
the man had, according to a progressive model of time, 
not been — implies the a-posteriori inscription of the man 
into the woman’s past. This is only a plausible reading 
when we consider the act of remembering not in the 
conventional understanding but in that of a diffractive 
“re-membering” of the past: an onto-epistemological 
re-making in the Baradian sense. For Barad, it is vital that 
we re-member not only to attempt to do justice to past 
wrongdoings but also “to produce openings, new possible 
histories by which time-beings might find ways to 
endure” (“Troubling” 63). Hiroshima stages the need for 
incessant re-negotiation of the nuclear event through the 
lovers’ intense and painful encounter.

The language of the film increasingly merges the 
protagonists’ erotic experience with the contaminated 
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setting of Hiroshima. Illustrative of this are the cryptic 
monologues of the woman, one of which we find relatively 
early in the film: 

“I meet you. I remember you. Who are you? 
You destroy me. You’re so good to me. How could  
I have known that this city was made to the size 
of love? How could I have known that you 
were made to the size of my body? […] Take me. 
Deform me, make me ugly” (Hiroshima). 

The “you” called upon in her monologue refers to the two 
men who have merged into a single pronoun; the woman 
no longer makes a clear distinction between the space-
times of Nevers and Hiroshima. Yet the language of 
this passage equally connotes the contaminated matter 
of Hiroshima itself, which impinges on the flesh of 
the woman’s body and — if minimally — ‘deforms her.’ 
The woman’s imperative — “deform me, make me 
ugly” — connotes the strange viscosity of contamination. 
This monologue repeats, if slightly altered, near the end 
of the film: “I always expected that one day you would 
descend on me. I waited for you calmly with infinite 
patience. Take me” (Hiroshima). Here, the language of 
the erotic and of contamination — ‘take me,’ ‘descend on 
me’ — have become one. The ending scene of the movie 
renders this erotic encounter between the woman and 
Hiroshima itself literal, as she finally names her lover: 
“Hi-ro-shi-ma. Hi-ro-shi-ma. That’s your name.”
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Conclusion
I have argued that Hiroshima draws on the material 
grammar of longing and the strange temporality of 
contamination to mediate history. The filmic and verbal 
narration of the movie repeatedly fall back on the trope 
of touch to relate history as something which emerges 
in the coming-together of differential human and 
environmental entities. Thinking Freeman’s concept of 
erotohistoriography through Barad’s theory of diffraction 
has allowed me to draw attention to the blurring 
of eroticism and contamination in the film’s attempt 
to mediate the event of the bombing. The entanglement 
of bodies in the dissolve renders their erotic struggle 
against the past historiographical. Hiroshima increasingly 
merges the timelines of France and Japan, 1945 and 1957, 
into the hybrid present of the filmic narrative. This form 
of ‘living-with’ the spectrality of the event calls for 
a serious treatment of the environmental setting of the 
film itself. Derrida's politics of memory and inheritance 
requires a politics of contamination, attuned to 
the persistence of the event through the radioactive 
matter dispersed by the bomb’s impact. If the viscosity 
of nuclear energy can be said to perform a kind of 
erotic touch, then this allows us to testify to the ghosts 
of the past in the present.
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Connecting 
Biological Processes, 
Lived Experience 

and The Production 
of Knowledge: A 

Biosemiotic Analysis 
of Allergy

abstract This paper analyses the biological 
and phenomenological spheres of allergy 
through a biosemiotic lens. Charles 
Sanders Peirce’s triadic model of the sign 
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is applied to both the immune system’s 
biological processes during an allergy 
attack and the lived experience of those 
who suffer from those allergy attacks. 
This paper explores different components 
of the signs produced by the immune 
system and by the individual, as well as 
the role that different types of signs play. 
Finally, the shared qualities of these two 
realms of allergy, namely their penchant 
for diversity and mutability, is discussed 
in relation to their potential contribution 
to perspectives on the human. 
The synthesis of these two separated 
domains of life and discipline through an 
analysis of semiosis aims to contribute 
to a holistic view of the human as both 
a biological assemblage and as a knowing, 
learning subject. (fig.4)

Despite being connected by the same phenomena, the 
realms of biological theory and the visceral biological 
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reality of everyday life appear worlds apart. This distance 
exists because the former deals in mechanical abstractions 
of the latter. This is especially true for the phenomenon 
of allergy, a common hypersensitivity ‘disorder,’ which 
for the past half-century has become more prevalent 
(“Allergy Statistics”). These circumstances have made 
allergy a regular part of everyday life, both for those who 
experience it first-hand and for those who experience it 
as second-hand witnesses. In this regard, allergy should 
also be considered as socially and culturally coded, rather 
than framed in purely biological terms as the ‘invisible’ 
mechanisms of the immune system and allergens.

Analysing both the biological processes and 
phenomenological experiences of allergy through 
a biosemiotic lens, aims to bring these seemingly separate 
realms closer together in order to produce a more holistic 
understanding of the phenomenon. Biosemiotics 
is a theoretical approach that adopts the insights of 
semiotics — a field traditionally bound to linguistic 
modes of human knowledge production — and applies 
them to greater biological assemblages, non-human 
animals, and material processes. Significantly, 
a biosemiotic understanding of allergy also aims for 
a more dynamic perspective on the human, as a biological 
assemblage and learning, experiencing subject all-in-one. 
Thus, it figures as a good starting point for synthesising 
a biological and phenomenological understanding of 
allergy, the ground for which will be provided by Charles 
Sanders Peirce’s triadic model of the sign. 
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Semiosis of the immune system: Pierce’s  
model and the allergen 

Peirce’s conception of the sign consists of three interrelated 
components: the representamen — that which represents 
something else; the object — that which is being 
represented; and the interpretant — the mental effect, 
interpretation, and subsequent actions that the sign 
invokes in the interpreter (Peirce, “On Signs” 5). 
The relations and interactions between these three 
components produce the sign that the interpreter interacts 
with. Importantly, these relationalities are not fixed but 
dynamically changing, meaning that components can take 
on varying roles in different triadic sign constructions, 
thus, producing networks of interrelated signs. Wendy 
Wheeler argues that Pierce’s model is better suited 
for a biosemiotic outlook than the commonly used model 
by Ferdinand de Saussure, as “unlike the anthropocentric 
and dyadic Saussurean sign, the Peircean semiotic is 
dynamic and not confined to humans. [...] No living thing 
experiences the world in an unmediated fashion; every 
sign use is to some extent an abduction, or a model, based 
on available evidence” (63-64). Other than traditional 
semiotics, Peirce’s model is not exclusive to human 
language but includes all kinds of organismic forms 
and processes — from the exchange of chemicals to the 
translation of DNA into protein cells, they all constitute 
semiosis. Therefore, Peirce’s model lends itself well 
to think with the non-human and organismic assemblages, 
or in this case, the phenomenon of allergy. 
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According to Thomas H. McConnell’s medical 
definition, allergy is an “exaggerated immune reactivity 
(hypersensitivity) to certain environmental substances 
(allergens) that normally have little effect on most 
people” (159). While an allergy attack necessarily 
involves both human and non-human actors, 
its articulation as the rejection of a foreign element 
delineates the distinction between human and non-
human. Simultaneously, the alignment of agency with 
the human subject is questioned by the agent at the 
centre of the phenomenon: the immune system. As the 
primary register and reactor to the detection of an 
unknown particle the immune system could be imagined 
as the driver of an allergy attack, complicating a simplified 
definition of human agency as unidirectional and unified. 
Although the immune system is human, as it figures an 
irreplaceable component of the biological assemblage that 
makes up the human being, it also is as an agential system 
that acts semi-autonomously from, and at times, even 
against the conscious interests or intentions of the 
individual subject.

Taking the common allergic reaction known 
as ‘hay fever’ as an example, the encounter between the 
immune system and allergens constitute the first level, 
which I read via Peirce’s triadic model. In this semiotic 
relation, the immune system is the agent and interpreter 
that detects the object: a grass pollen. Whereas the initial 
reaction of the immune system is to recognise the pollen 
as an unknown and therefore potentially dangerous 
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substance, it does not yet cause an attack. Instead, this 
initial exposure, called the “sensitizing dose,” takes place 
before the allergy attack as a kind of test phase for setting 
up the immune system’s subsequent reaction to the 
allergen (McConnell 159). Only in case of further 
encounters, the immune system will produce an allergy 
attack based on the recognition of the previously 
registered ‘unknown’ object. This registration as the 
unknown constitutes the representamen, since the 
sign exists within the immune system and is the frame 
through which the object is interpreted, serving as 
a representation of the object itself. Finally, there is the 
interpretant referring to the affect or reaction that 
is produced in the interpreter, in this case, the immune 
system. This could be imagined as the immune system’s 
perception of the pollen as causing harm to the body 
which motivates it to produce a defensive attack —  
a notion, which complicates the anthropocentric 
understanding of intention, perception, and motivation 
as predicated on a subjective, conscious mind.

Semiosis of the Individual: Iconic,  
Indexical and Symbolic Signs

While the semiotic process unfolding between allergen 
and immune system takes place on a microbiological level, 
a biosemiotic perspective affords to examine the 
phenomenon also on the level of the individual subject set 
at the receiving end of the allergy —  receiving, because an 
allergy attack is often experienced as something that is 
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happening to one rather than something one does. 
Although, seemingly happening on different levels the 
semiotic processes are interconnected. In fact, the 
interpretant of the immune system’s semiosis — the 
defensive reaction —  figures as the object and initiator of 
someone’s allergy attacks. In reaction to this interpretant, 
the immune system releases antibodies that activate 
histamine and other chemicals in order to combat the 
allergen (“Allergies”), manifesting as rhinitis: the irritation 
and inflammation of the tissue that make up and surround 
the mouth, nose, ears and throat (“Rhinitis”). It is 
this sensation, lacking a conscious awareness of the 
preceding semiosis of the immune system, which the 
human subject experiences as an allergy attack. 
The dynamism of different agencies working throughout  
the assemblage that makes up the human is particularly 
evident here. Although, both semiotic processes are 
produced by different agencies with different sets  
of knowledges, they are causally related through the 
allergy attack. 

While the potential ways of reacting to allergy 
attack are multiple, perhaps infinitely so, the specific 
type of knowledge available is paramount to the type 
of semiosis that is produced. Peirce proposes three kinds 
of signs — iconic, indexical and symbolic — which are 
helpful in distinguishing and categorising these different 
forms of semiosis (Peirce, “Notes On Topical Geometry” 
3-6). The first kind is the iconic sign that represents the 
object through embodying its characteristics. The 
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interpretative horizon of the iconic sign lays within the 
interpreter who experiences an allergy attack for the 
first time and/or without any knowledge of allergies. 
The itching and irritating sensation becomes a sign for 
itself as the experience is processed by the interpreter, 
meaning that representamen and object are harder to 
distinguish as the itching sensation constitutes an affect 
and object at once. The interpretant then is the 
interpreter’s evaluation of the sensation, for instance, 
an undesirable feeling. This is the final piece of the 
sign; relating not only to the evaluation of the object, 
but also the actions that this evaluation prompts, such 
as scratching, blowing the nose and other efforts to 
alleviate the itching sensation.

This scheme is never fixed but transforms if, 
for instance, the allergy attacks reiterate. In this case, the 
object and representamen become more distinguished: the 
object corresponding to the sensation which the interpreter 
has become familiar with, while the representamen is the 
particular allergy attack currently experienced. The sign 
would still be iconic a the particular attack stands for the 
general ‘allergy attack’ by virtue of sharing the same 
sensation, but it would be expanded through the addition 
of knowledge of prior experiences. In this case, that 
knowledge is the recognition of a recurring sensation which 
could transform the allergy attack into an indexical sign. 

An indexical sign represents the object through 
a logical or factual connection. For the interpreter who 
has a general concept of allergy the sensation associated 
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with an allergy attack then becomes a representation 
of allergy to which it is causally related. While the 
sensation is the representamen, the object may now 
be allergy-as-concept, the allergen, the immune system, 
histamine, or even the micro-biological semiosis 
discussed earlier, as all relate indexically to the allergy 
attack. Then, also the interpretant, namely, the effect 
would change since the allergy attack could be 
normalised as an annoying, yet, mundane experience 
without immediate future harm. The action ensuing this 
interpretant would transform from an immediate urge 
to alleviate the symptoms through scratching or sniffing 
towards a more reluctant endurance or long-term 
alleviation, such as the use of antihistamine medication 
or withdrawal from pollen-filled environments.

Crucially, indexical signs do not necessarily 
have to be factually correct; the idea of the connection, 
even if it might be a misunderstanding, is sufficient 
to constitute this specific semiotic process. At the 
time of writing this paper, the COVID-19 pandemic 
is ongoing, significantly transforming everyday life 
on multiple scales. In respect to the fear of contagion 
determining the social environment, an allergy attack 
can easily be (mis)interpreted as an indexical sign or 
symptom of an infection with the COVID-19 disease. 
Observing symptoms such as sniffling or sneezing, 
which are all indexical signs for hay fever, are now more 
likely to be taken as an indicator for an infectious 
disease. Although the same object is concerned, the 
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interpretants produced by these two different 
signs — hay fever and a virus infection — are radically 
distinct in that the former may be met with compassion 
or indifference, while the latter most commonly 
manifests feelings of fear, paranoia, and aversion. 
In regard to the ongoing pandemic, it happens that fear 
or anxiety becomes a more frequent interpretant in 
response to allergy attacks — stigmatising such mundane 
motions as sneezing or blowing one’s nose.

The third form of the sign, the symbolic, is less 
applicable to the allergy attack than the iconic and 
indexical but still provides important insight. 
The symbolic sign represents its object not through 
a conscious, causal connection but rather through a kind 
of arbitrary association. This association is encountered 
with another addition of knowledge: an understanding 
of allergy situated in a cultural context. For instance, 
the symptoms of allergy have often been associated with 
‘nerdiness,’ a popular trope particularly in American pop 
culture. Positing the unpopular, allergic kid with physical 
ailments as opposed to the popular, strong and physically 
fit athlete. Usually, the allergy attack takes the form 
of asthmatic symptoms rather than rhinitis (“Debunking 
Hollywood’s Asthma Stereotypes”), but the two are also 
conflated and/or co-existent (Klein). The back-story 
supporting this particular indexical relation might unfold 
as something like: to avoid exposure, an allergic person 
spends more time at home, resulting in a lack of social 
skills. However, due to the simplification and mass 



AYOUB TANNAOUI

133

reproduction of the trope, the indexical relation between 
allergies and ‘nerdiness’ becomes implicit and transforms 
into a rather arbitrary, symbolic relationship; a relationship 
which does not imply a unidirectionality between the 
two but rather a mutual inclusiveness. 

The sense of Allergy: Diversity  
and Mutability

As it shows, Peirce’s triadic model of the sign is helpful 
for connecting the analysis of both the biological process 
and phenomenological aspects of allergy. This cross-
disciplinary reading of different modes of being that 
are commonly separated by disciplinary structures, raises 
the question of what other forms of knowledges this 
synthesis produces. Especially, how, through the 
connecting thread of allergy these various semiotic 
relations at different levels of being actually overlap. 
Perhaps, one of the most remarkable similarities among 
them is their emphasis on the diversity of the actants, 
which in linguistic and biological analysis are commonly 
more uniform. The traditional biological understanding 
of the immune system is, as the usage of the definite 
article “the” indicates, one that upholds a singular 
standard, which all immune systems are then reflections 
or aberrations of. The immune system is understood 
to have a normative state designated as healthy, in which 
it is able to differentiate perfectly between the self 
and the other, the harmless and the harmful. Mitchell 
Jamieson explains this thought process as follows:
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The logic of self-nonself discrimination has 
long supplied the basic perceptual framework 
for identifying what counts as disease, and 
specifically, in adjudicating which actions or 
events are regarded as expressions of a healthy 
organism and which must be jettisoned as alien. 
Thus, the coherence and integrity of the 
immune self rest upon its ability to recognise 
and eliminate foreignness […] Normal immune 
function, then, hinges on the correct maintenance 
of this distinction — that is, on the material and 
conceptual discretion of self from nonself. (12)

Such a line of thinking establishes a definitive self in 
the human of which the immune system is able 
to identify and protect the bodily borders. This immune 
system — provided it is healthy/able — then functions 
the same for every person, as every human being has  
a concrete self that they must distinguish and protect 
from the outside.

However, as studies about allergy and 
hypersensitivity have shown, immune systems may act 
in very diverse ways and still be able, in the sense that 
they keep the organism safe, despite technically being 
classified as “unhealthy” from a traditionalist view due 
to their lack of being able to distinguish self and other 
orwhat is harmful and not harmful. These findings 
emphasise that there is no definite self/other distinction, 
in the first place, but rather, that the body is a porous 
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assemblage consisting of elements which may or may not 
interact with each other. This perspective is taken up in 
modern biological research with the term “microbiome,” 
describing the dynamic assemblage of interacting micro-
organisms and their “theatre of activity” (Berg et al.). From 
the perceptive of the microbiome, micro-organisms play 
an important part in the mode of being human and how 
the diverse composition of micro-organisms varying from 
person to person affects major parts of the body including 
the immune system. From a biosemiotic perspective, 
immune systems are engaged in different semiotic 
processes; while one immune system might construct 
a certain object as a sign for a foreign substance and 
produces an allergic reaction, another would not recognise 
it as such thus have a different interpretation etc.

A similar diversity of behaviours is seen on the 
level of human experience, where allergy attacks are 
perceived via different but simultaneous registers: 
from the sufferer’s perception of the sensation without 
reference, over the recognition of an allergic reaction, 
to the paranoia of a potentially contagious viral infection. 
The example of a person misattributing the sensation 
of their allergy attack to a viral infection also exemplifies 
the potential danger in semiotic misinterpretations 
that results from the realignment of an association with 
a particular sensation or observation and a lack of or faulty 
information. It demonstrates how individuals with 
different kinds of pre-sets will produce different 
reactions which, in turn, produce different meanings 
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of the sign ‘allergy.’ This diversity of perception, 
knowledge, and reaction applies to both the biological 
and the subjective level.

This diversity resonates with the concepts of 
dynamism and change prevalent in Pierce’s model. While 
there is a diversity of perception and action between 
individual agents, change emphasises how individual 
agents exhibit differences in perception and action over 
time. Citing Clemens von Pirquet who initially coined 
the term “allergy,” Jamieson argues that a view of the 
immune system not defined by the ability to separate 
self from other, but rather, by its ability to change its 
response to stimuli is more helpful and resonant when 
considering allergy and other immune disorders. She 
writes, “Pirquet suggested that what remained constant 
about, and thus most definitive of, immune reactivity 
was not so much the steady self-protective operations of 
immunity, but rather, its mutability” (14). This mutability 
is also evident in the semiotic relations discussed earlier. 
For, the semiosis of the immune system there is the 
onset of allergy in which an object is designated as 
foreign by the immune system, thereby, becoming part 
of a sign taking its place as object in the triadic network 
of signs. In the subjective sphere, this mutability is 
the addition of knowledge. The different perceptions 
previously discussed to be diverse perspectives, can also 
exist within the same person in a sequential chronology: 
a person learns about allergies and subsequently changes 
his perceptions and reactions to an allergic attack. 
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Thus, in both the biological and subjective sphere, this 
penchant for change in the semiosis of allergy is evident: 
biologically, this is the mutability of the immune system’s 
response; and subjectively, this is the dynamism in the 
semiosis when the knowledge of the individual changes.

Unlike autoimmune disorders, which have been 
widely discussed in the humanities, there is much room 
for allergy to be taken into consideration. An important 
distinction between the two being allergy’s ordinariness, 
which makes it a crucial concept for understanding 
experience of the everyday but also explains the lack 
of its deliberation. Furthermore, autoimmune diseases 
differ from allergies in that the damage done to 
the organism is not a side-effect of fighting a harmless 
substance, but rather the main effect; the organism itself 
takes the role of harmless substance, which the immune 
system attacks, damaging organs and tissue directly 
(Jamieson 11). Unlike autoimmune diseases, allergies, 
though they can be fatal, have as their most common 
consequence rhinitis. The place of allergy within the 
mundane renders allergy both pervasive and invisible, 
compared to the traumatizing and rupturing character 
of autoimmune disease. Perhaps it is this difference that 
makes the logic of autoimmune disorder more appealing 
to a theorist like Jacques Derrida, who developed this 
logic into a concept of social and political autoimmunity 
(Jamieson 14).

The application of Pierce’s model to a biological 
understanding of the causes of allergy produces an 
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interpretation of the immune system’s semiosis in which 
the allergen is a sign produced by the immune system. 
The interpretant of this sign produces the allergic 
reaction, which in turn initiates a subsequent semiosis, 
now at the subjective level, in which the human subject 
interprets the allergic reaction as sign, one possible 
perception of which is the concept of allergy itself. 
Both the biological process and the subjective experience 
are similar in their semiosis, as they emphasise the 
diversity among different actants in the same situation 
and the mutability of the perception and actions 
of actants. The knowledge this analysis produces might 
be said to represent the logic of allergy, which can 
be compared to understandings of autoimmunity — the 
major differences being their dynamics of harm and their 
place in mundanity and tragedy, respectively. The 
tendencies of the semiosis of allergy discussed so 
far are namely their accentuation of bodily diversity, 
mutability, porosity, and agential multiplicity. In this 
regard, analysing the logic of allergy figures as 
a productive tool to shape a more holistic perspective 
of the human subject as both biological assemblage and 
knowledge — producing subject.
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Semiosis according to Peirce's Triadic Model of the Sign

OBJECT ‟the thing: an item, concept”
INTERPRETANT ‟the effect the sign has on the interpreter”
REPRESENTAMEN ‟what stands for the thing”

SIGN

INT. REP.

OBJ.
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EXPERIMENT

Arvo Leo 

The Orchids/Had 
the Look of Flowers 
That Are Looked At

Some orchid species, such as the fly orchid, the bee 
orchid or the spider orchid, mimic insects with such an 
astonishing likeness — through smell and through 
sight — that the insects are often fooled into mistaking 
the flower for a potential mate. The orchids in 
Arvo Leo’s studio, however, who feature in his film 
The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are Looked At, 
mimic — and even mock — other animals, namely, their 
human caretakers. In the film, the orchids preoccupy 

A selection of self-portraits made by various 
orchid plants using the cyanotype process

Introduction by  
Savanna Breitenfellner
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themselves with “human” activities, such as having a 
funeral for one of their deceased comrades, vandalising 
the studio, removing hair from a lifeless human 
being — like grooming a plant — and creating the 
“selfies” that comprise this following piece. The orchids 
use the technique of the cyanotype (blueprint) which, 
historically, has been utilised in botany to study plants. 
In doing so, they subvert the routine of humans making 
blueprints of dead and fragmented plants by engaging 
in lively self-representation. Moreover, they mock 
our narrow and one-sided understanding of observation, 
which equates knowledge with the knowing human 
subject, and show themselves equally capable of 
producing knowledge. This playful process transforms 
the cyanotype from a hierarchical structure that 
categorises and subordinates other beings into a form 
of self-expression, while at the same time these selfies 
allow our anthropocentric gaze to see the plant’s own 
awareness in a language we more easily understand.
There is a slight undertone of violence in the 
rebellion of the orchids, who are forced to spend 
their lives isolated from others in human-constructed 
environments, and perpetually relegated to the status 
of passive objects in human-centered narratives. Yet the 
reality is that plants are active, sensitive beings who 
experience the world in unique ways, observing 
changes in their environments such as the humidity 
of the air, the levels of carbon dioxide, the temperature, 
light and so on, and who have created these amazingly 
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sophisticated methods, such as mimicry, to deceive the 
pollinators they depend on. In short, they are not at 
all passive: they are constantly observing, responding, 
and creating knowledge. “The Orchids” shows the 
potential of two conceptually separated domains 
becoming one, and invites us to think about mimicry and 
image-making as related forms of contamination. It 
depicts a playful and creative get-together of a group of 
orchids asserting their place in the world as storytellers, 
as meaningful agential subjects that are valuable in their 
own right, beyond the value they might have for human 
beings as mere decorations.
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BLUE HOUSE (2018)
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AN ORCHID GIVING EXCESS MOONLIGHT  
BACK TO THE MOON

If plants are the beings who are able to absorb and 
terrestrialise this magical alien energy emitted from the 
sun, they are also the beings who understand when they 
have had enough: who will return an excess rather than 
drowning themselves in unnecessary abundance.
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EARLY ONE MORNING, BRILLIANT CORNERS

An orchid wearing a wedding veil (with vanilla seedpod 
antennae) surrounded by four dish-scrubber bodyguards 
and being fanned by a quartet of condoms holding 
cannabis leaves.
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BLIND DATE WITH A TIRED EYE

inside the orchid’s purse: hammer, scissors, lighter, 
swimming goggles, silver necklace, smiling spatula, 
menstrual pads, meat fork, toothbrush, dining fork, knife, 
empty gum packet, condoms, honey bottle, ginkgo biloba 
leaves, a piece of coral, necklace of glass beads, screws, 
puzzle pieces, cannabis leaves, coins, clear polka-dotted 
hair protector, wood saw blade, plastic bag, dragon fly, 
chains, vanda orchid, glass ashtray, crab, small vibrator.
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THE HISTORY OF BALLS

Orchids were named orchids by the Greeks because 
there is a type of orchid that grows in the ground around 
Greece that has two underground tubers (food storage 
balls) that look a lot like testicles (testicle in Greek is 
orchis, ὄρχις).

Here we see an orchid with numerous chain lassos 
catching some famous male memento mori skeletons in 
order to pull their canonical legacies out of the history 
books and throw them inside an ossuary (bone house).
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WITH NO HANDS, TWO ORCHIDS STEAL HON-
EY FROM THE HUMANS, THEN BUILD A SPIN-
NING MACHINE TO HELP GET THE HONEY OUT 
OF THE BOTTLE

In Arvo Leo’s film we witness the orchids having  
a funeral for a dead orchid. The ritual culminates with 
one of the orchids pouring honey over the deceased 
plant. This act of mellification, of embalming, could 
be seen as a way to preserve and prepare the dead 
orchid for its journey into the afterlife, while at the 
same time this offering of honey could be seen as a 
circular return of the stolen nectar/pollen that once 
came from the plant’s flower and was offered to a bee, 
and then stolen from the bee by a human.
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INTERGALACTIC HAIRCUT

After the orchids have cut off the hair of an 
unconscious human they launch the hair into
space so it can travel to other galaxies, like light does 
and like shadows do. Who said hair and fingernails are 
the most plant-like parts of the human body?
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PAPER

Jeppe Gregersen

Between 
Transformation and 

Contamination: 
Material Imitation 

in Laminate 
Tabletops

abstract This paper presents the practice 
of material imitation, the manipulation 
of a material in such a way as to make 
it appear like another material, as a 
common feature of cultural production. 
It asks how material imitation can 
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improve the symbolic value of products 
and what happens when the imitation is 
recognised for what it is. These questions 
are discussed through an analysis of 
laminate tabletops and their marketing 
on the websites of Danish hardware 
stores and kitchen manufacturers. 
This paper argues that since imitations 
destabilise our systems of classification, 
they carry the risk of collapsing into 
a state of symbolic contamination 
whenever their incongruity is recognised. 
Material imitation thus always lingers 
somewhere between transformation 
and contamination. 

“If you are after the natural look, but want a durable 
surface, a laminate tabletop is the right choice.” (1) 

 All translations from Danish are my own.(1)

       _             _        _    _         
  _ __| |__ _ __ ___| |_  ___| |__| |___ _ _ 
 | '_ \ / _` / _/ -_) ' \/ _ \ / _` / -_) '_|
 | .__/_\__,_\__\___|_||_\___/_\__,_\___|_|  
 |_|                                        
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So begins an argument for the value of laminate tabletops 
on the website of one Danish kitchen manufacturer. 
It goes on to describe that you can get cheap laminate 
tabletops “that look like tabletops in solid wood or 
marble.” These laminate tabletops, made from printed 
and coated chipboard, are instances of the widespread 
practice of material imitation, by which the symbolic 
value of a product is transformed through the imitation 
of some other material. Laminate tabletops, as argued 
on the website previously cited, are not only valuable 
because they are durable, but also because they have 
a “natural look” that resembles “solid wood or marble.” 

In our everyday lives we surround ourselves 
with a multitude of subtle material imitations that 
often go unnoticed. On an architectural scale, concrete 
constructions are hidden behind pre-assembled 
brickwork façades. In our homes not only tabletops, but 
also floors and furniture are rather convincing imitations 
of their wooden counterparts. Plastic consumer 
electronics are covered in a shiny coating to resemble 
metal. Drinking bottles, phone covers, and food 
packaging are made with imitation wood prints and, 
in the fashion industry, leather, wool, and natural fibres 
have long been imitated with synthetic materials. 

Material imitation has played a part in cultural 
production throughout human history. In ancient Egypt, 
stone vessels were imitated using glass or pottery, and, 
all over the Greek world, monumental masonry was 
imitated in stucco and paint in what is known as the 
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‘masonry style’ of wall-painting (Gander 266; Ling 12). 
A certain type of valuable and ‘exotic’ metallic ware 
pottery was imitated in bronze age Mesopotamia, while 
in Neolithic Scandinavia stone axes, as well as amber 
jewellery, were imitations of rare cobber counterparts 
(Broekmans et al. 226; Nationalmuseet). As instances 
of this larger phenomenon, laminate tabletops present 
us with fundamental questions concerning the social 
attribution of value to material goods: How can 
the symbolic value of a product be enhanced through 
material imitation? With what material and discursive 
devices is this transformation of value achieved? And 
how is the symbolic value affected when the imitation 
is recognised for what it is?

To answer these questions, I examine laminate 
tabletops and their marketing on the websites of Danish 
hardware stores and kitchen manufacturers. As these 
websites represent spaces of interaction between 
businesses and consumers, they have the methodological 
benefit of taking the form of explicit arguments for the 
value of products. While I have presented material 
imitation as a phenomenon that appears across historical 
and cultural contexts, a few words should be said here 
of the Danish context. Denmark presents what might 
be considered a least-likely case. Being known for 
a modernist design tradition that is often presented 
as a democratizing endeavour to make functional, simple, 
and honest design available to a broad public, one might 
expect products of material imitation to be accorded 
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a lower value there.(2) As will soon become apparent, 
however, this certainly does not mean that products of 
material imitation are not widely available across the 
country. 

I will show that material imitation has the 
potential to improve the symbolic value of a product by 
seemingly transforming its materiality. Material imitation, 
however, also comes with the risk of contaminating 
the product since its enhancement of symbolic value 
depends on the introduction of a duality that threatens 
to destabilise our conception of the material origins of 
the product. Material imitation thus always lingers 
between symbolic transformation and contamination.

***

Let me begin by clarifying what I mean by material 
imitation and symbolic value. By material imitation I simply 
mean the manipulation of a material (all types of woods, 
metals, synthetics, plastics, fabrics, foodstuffs, etc.) in such 

To provide a concrete example: when DSB (Danish State 
Railways) ordered Italian-produced train sets in the 
2000s, it was specified that the interior should comply 
with traditional principles of Danish design. As stated in  
a press release, “Traditionally, Danish design is based on 
honesty in the choice of materials, for example wood and 
leather age more beautifully than imitated materials. 
Italians are more into rubber and laminate.” (DSB)

(2)

                                  
       __,   __   __,   _  _  _|_ 
 |  |_/  |  /    /  |  / |/ |  |  
  \/  \_/|_/\___/\_/|_/  |  |_/|_/
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a way as to render it similar to another material in look, 
touch, shape or other perceivable quality. Such 
manipulation can, of course, be obtained with various 
techniques. Manuela Gander, for instance, has 
distinguished between three methods of imitation that 
were used in ancient Egyptian art and architecture: 
(1) the copying of a specific form using a material that is 
not usually associated with that form, (2) the application 
of an external surface or coating to an object, and 
(3) the painting or colouring of the surface of an object 
(265). The practice of material imitation, in other words, 
is not limited to any specific set of techniques, but 
can be defined by the intention of making one material 
appear like another. 

Material imitation can be seen, in the broadest 
sense, as a practice by which producers seek to enhance 
the symbolic value that is attributed to a product. Here 
I draw upon Jens Beckert’s useful distinction between 
physical value, positional value, and imaginative 
value — of which the latter two can be considered 
symbolic (107). Goods, Beckert argues, have physical 
value if they make a difference in the physical world, for 
instance by providing shelter or allowing one to transform 
other objects. Goods can have imaginative value if 
they affect the mind of the owner by arousing images or 
fantasies that are associated with positively valued people, 
places or experiences. Finally, goods have positional value 
to the extent that they allow consumers to position 
themselves in a differentiated social world (110). On this 
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point Beckert draws on Bourdieu’s analysis of the 
distinguishing aspects of consumption. Bourdieu argues 
that the symbolic profit arising from the appropriation 
of cultural goods is “proportionate to the rarity of 
the means required to appropriate them” (Distinction 
228). In other words, since the consumption of cultural 
products presupposes certain unevenly distributed 
dispositions, these products come to be inscribed with 
a symbolic value that amounts to an objectification 
of the social conditions necessary for their existence and 
consumption. In Bourdieu’s argument, consumers can 
thus derive a symbolic profit from their consumption that 
rests upon a shared and partly unconscious recognition 
of a systematic relationship between goods and the 
dispositions of consumers in a structured and hierarchical 
social space (“Social Space and Symbolic Power” 20). 
As Beckert argues, imaginative and positional value 
are both symbolic forms of value in the sense that they 
depend on ascribing qualities to the product that 
transcends its materiality (110). An axe made of stone 
does not perform any better disguised as a cobber axe, 
and surely the physical properties of a laminate tabletop 
are not altered significantly by a thin print that serves 
to imitate wood. If imitation does not improve physical 
value, then how does it manage to improve the symbolic 
value of a product? 

***
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Laminate tabletops essentially consist of chipboard made 
of wood chips and other byproducts of lumber production. 
These chipboards are protected by a laminate surface: 
layers of paper and resin that are merged under pressure, 
styled with a high-resolution print, and protected by 
a hardwearing melamin coating. Laminate tabletops 
thus belong to the larger category of laminate products 
known as ‘high pressure laminate’ or ‘melamin faced 
chipboard’ that are also used for flooring and furniture. 
In Denmark laminate tabletops are widely available 
and a popular choice for tabletops in kitchens, utility 
rooms, and bathrooms.

A key selling point of laminate tabletops, 
mentioned on most websites of kitchen manufacturers 
and hardware stores, is their affordability. In their 
description of laminates, XL-Byg, a large Danish hardware 
store, argues that “one of the greatest advantages 
of laminate tabletops is their low price” (XL-Byg). This 
argument of affordability often goes along with explicit 
claims relating to the physical value of the product. Such 
arguments stress the durability, practicality, and hygiene 
of the tabletops. As argued by Bauhaus, another major 
hardware store, laminate is a very durable material that 
is resistant to scratches, easy to clean, and can tolerate 
heat up to 180 degrees (Bauhaus, “Graphit Mirage”).

Laminate tabletops are, however, not 
only praised for their affordability and physical value, 
but also for their aesthetic qualities, including their ability 
to satisfy specific individual tastes. XL-Byg writes that 
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laminates can be bought in “many different patterns 
and colours” and IKEA argues that “whatever style you 
dream of, you can find a laminate tabletop that fits” 
(XL-Byg; IKEA). Many sellers further stress that this 
diversity allows the customer to match laminate 
tabletops with other kitchen elements or with the general 
style of the kitchen (HTH; XL-Byg; Silvan). On Bauhaus’ 
website, which has one of the largest selections of 
laminate tabletops, one of the most popular products 
is “Graphit Mirage.” This tabletop is described as 
a “practical laminate tabletop with the surface Graphit 
Mirage, which is a beautiful black stone-look” (Bauhaus, 
“Graphit Mirage”). Another top seller, “Mystic Pine,” 
has an alluring appearance of stained wood. It is 
described as a “beautiful and practical laminate tabletop 
with the surface Mystic Pine, which is a dark brown 
wood-look with a grey tinge” (Bauhaus, “Mystic Pine”). 
Other products on the website are imitations of wood 
such as oak, ash, or wenge, or of stone such as granite 
or marble. With names such as “Grey Lancelot Oak,” 
“Mystic Pine” or “Gizah,” these websites are ascribing 
a form of imaginative value to the products on offer; they 
promise that their tabletops will give consumers positive 
experiences by satisfying their particular individual 
tastes and by evoking images and fantasies of faraway 
places and times.

Remarkably, however, the stylistic possibilities 
on offer are strictly confined to the shared symbolic 
universe of existing materials that are associated with 
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consumers richer in economic or cultural forms of capital. 
The material imitation of laminate tabletops must 
therefore be understood as a vehicle that promises to 
allow the consumer to transcend social space as much as 
it allows them to transcend the imaginative dimensions 
of time and space. When consumers imagine having a 
tabletop in “Grey Lancelot Oak” they might also imagine 
being someone who has a tabletop made of grey oak 
shipped from a near-mythical land. In other words, 
imitation must be understood not only as a means to 
improve the imaginative value of a product, but also 
as an attempt to improve its positional value. Laminate 
tabletops, since their appearance is given by the pattern 
of a high-resolution print, could have any imaginable 
design and allow for a virtually unlimited individual 
pursuit of imaginative value. The fact that they do 
not — that they are imitations of materials imagined to 
be preferred by other consumers — reveals that they are 
bids for positional value.

If the symbolic profit derived from a cultural 
product, what I have called positional value, is indeed 
given, as Bourdieu argues, by the rarity of the 
dispositions that are required for its consumption, then 
it is perhaps not as surprising that laminate tabletops 
imitate already existing materials used in tabletops. 
Being affordable and widely available products made 
from chipboard, laminate tabletops represent, in their 
original material constitution, none of the distance from 
necessity that characterises the preferences of those who 



JEPPE GREGERSEN

179

have the economic and cultural means to pursue more 
distinguishing forms of consumption. While tabletops in 
materials such as solid wood or marble do not necessarily 
provide better physical value, they all embody a certain 
symbolic value stemming from the rarity of certain 
dispositions — be it economic means, knowledge, 
or taste — that are required to appropriate them. As 
cheap and widely available products, it is the positional 
value expressive of such exclusive dispositions that 
is denied to laminate tabletops and which they must 
appropriate through imitation. Ideally, then, the practice 
of material imitation is transformative. As if by some act 
of advanced alchemy, the practice does not only 
transmute one material into another, it also transforms 
the apparent status of the consumer. With what devices 
then, can this symbolic transformation be achieved and 
what is the danger of imitation, when it is recognised for 
what it is? 

***

Since laminate tabletops are made from one set of 
materials (chipboard, glue, and melamin), but give off the 
impression of being made from some other material, 
they are home to a strange symbolic duality: they signify 
a material that is at odds with the materiality of the 
signifier, while simultaneously making us believe that 
there is no difference between the signifier and the 
signified. Ideally this duality goes unnoticed, but when 
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recognised it is often experienced as a discrepancy. 
Michael Lempert, drawing on Charles Sanders Peirce, 
describes this discrepancy as a “differential” between 
type and token signs (381): does this specific object, the 
token, really belong to the category of objects, the type, 
which it presents itself as? (3) Or, as it could be put in the 
case of laminate tabletops: is this tabletop really a 
wooden tabletop? Laminate tabletops, in other words, 
are  dual because they pretend to be what they are not, 
and this duality potentially engenders the uncomfortable 
experience of a “differential”— of an unsettling 
incongruity that challenges our ability to categorise 
them. As Mary Douglas convincingly argues, that which 
destabilises our systems of classification is experienced 
as contaminated and impure: our experience of 
contamination is not strictly dependent on the presence 

Lempert argues that imitation cannot always be 
understood within the framework of an “original-copy” 
binary and further, that a differential might sometimes be 
purposefully communicated. It is indeed possible to think 
of material imitation that involves more than two object 
signs or in which the differential is communicated 
intentionally, such as when the practice of imitation itself 
is valued. In Copenhagen, for instance, the “original” 
stucco marbling (an imitation of marble) of the 
Christiansborg Palace Chapel was restored at great cost 
after the church had burned down in the 1990s.

(3)

 )  ____) |    \     /  \     /  __) \    ___) 
(  (___   |     )   /    \   |  /     |  (__   
 \___  \  |  __/   /  ()  \  | |      |   __)  
 ____)  ) | |     |   __   | |  \__   |  (___  
(      (__| |_____|  (__)  |__\    )_/       )_
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of an infected element, but is the product of an ambiguous 
relationship between forms of matter (44). Thus, if 
material imitation is ideally a process of symbolic 
transformation, it also constitutes a contamination risk.

Laminate tabletops, valued for their physical 
hygiene, carry the possibility of being experienced as 
symbolically contaminated when the differential between 
the type and token is recognised. This differential 
is not only one between different forms of materiality, 
but also one between different modes of consumption and 
therefore between different social conditions. Recognising 
the noble dark stone tabletop as an imitation not only alters 
our understanding of its material constitution, but also our 
understanding of the social conditions under which it has 
been consumed. If, as I have argued, the increase in 
symbolic value promised by material imitation stems exactly 
from the transformation of the social conditions that appear 
to be required to appropriate the product, it is of no surprise 
that the utmost is done to close the differential that 
is opened up through the practice of imitation. 
The transformation of the symbolic value of the object is, 
in other words, contingent upon the successful negation 
of the contaminated ambiguity of its materiality. In fact, 
the efficacy of material imitation rests on its ability to make 
us believe that there is no incongruity between the type 
and the token, no distinction between the signifier and 
the signified, and no intention of communicating anything 
but what is inherent in its material constitution. Whether 
the imitation is successful as transformation or experienced 
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as contaminated depends on the success of this bluff. 
Material imitation, then, always lingers between 
transformation and contamination as its enhancement of 
symbolic value depends on the introduction of a duality 
that threatens to destabilise our conception of the material 
and social origins of the product. 

***

What devices are then put to the task of keeping the 
differential together? Geographer Becky Mansfield has 
shown how both material and discursive devices are 
employed in the material imitation involved, for instance, 
in the seafood product “imitation crab” (176). Imitation 
crab is made from surimi, a cheap fish paste, which 
is shaped, seasoned, and dyed to resemble high cost 
seafoods like crab, lobster, and shrimp. In other words, 
it is physically transformed into a luxury seafood while, 
simultaneously, its material origins are obscured for 
consumers. This material transformation is further 
supported by advertisements that construe imitation 
crab as equivalent to other seafood in look and 
taste, and which further entangles the product with 
the materiality and meaning of other well-known food 
products (Mansfield 183). 

When laminate tabletops are entangled with 
other materials and distanced from their own material 
origin as chipboard, this is a transformation that is 
similarly enacted on both a material and discursive level. 
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The physical transformation is achieved not only through 
the imitation of the visual character of the imitated 
material, but also through an imitation of its tactile 
qualities. As stated by Bauhaus, the tabletop Mystic Pine 
has a surface that is “uneven, like that of real untreated 
wood,” and Raja Black, an imitation of slate, is described 
as  having a surface in which “you can sense the changes 
in  the stone” (Bauhaus, “Raja Black”). Another seller 
writes that their product, Grey Oak, has “a pattern 
and surface texture that makes the wood-look really 
nice and ‘realistic’” (Bordpladefabrikken). Additionally, 
these tabletops are sold with edge bands that are used 
to cover the otherwise visible chipboard. As stressed by 
Bordpladefabrikken, these edge bands have “the right look 
of real end grain.” Far from being a distanced reference 
to another material, the material imitation involved 
in laminate tabletops is thus one that seeks, to the 
technical limits of production, to make the product into 
something else. There is no intentionally communicated 
differential, no playful mimicry; instead, it is a practice 
that seeks, as carefully as possible, to close the cleavage 
that, by its own inception, it has opened between the 
imitated and the imitation. Ironically, it can only rid itself 
of its contamination through the absolute, and thus never 
fully attained, transformation from chipboard-with-print 
to exotic hardwood or natural stone.

The same transformation is enacted discursively 
through a number of means by which the material make-
ups of these tabletops are de- and re-contextualised. 
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Words like ‘imitation,’ ‘fake,’ or ‘copy’ are never used, 
and while ‘laminate’ is frequently employed, this term 
itself becomes a conceptual black box — a category that, 
devoid of reference to its original material origin as 
chipboard, lends itself to symbolic re-contextualization. 
This is the case on IKEA’s website, which uses 
a language so vague as to neither describe what laminate 
is made of nor what it resembles (IKEA)(4). Some product 
descriptions likewise make use of a finely calibrated 
discursive strategy when stating, for instance, that the 
surface Graphit Mirage, “is a beautiful black stone-look” 
or that Mystic Pine “is a dark brown wood-look” 
(Bauhaus, “Mystic Pine,” emphasis added). Where one 
would usually say that a product or an object has a look, 
this phrasing subtly shifts the material nature of the 
product from one of having to one of being. It is exactly 
the shift from having to being that transforms “wood-look” 
from a grammatical direct object to a subject complement, 
and thus semantically transforms the material nature 
of the laminate tabletop. Using Lempert’s vocabulary, 

Interestingly this is not the case on the company’s Dutch 
website on which it is clearly stated that “Laminate 
tabletops are made of melamine laminate, pressed on 
chipboard.”

(4)

    dBBBP  dBBBBBBb dBBBBBb dBBBBBBP dBP dBP
                 dBP     dB'             dBP 
   dBBP   dBPdBPdBP  dBBBP'   dBP       dBP  
  dBP    dBPdBPdBP  dBP      dBP       dBP   
 dBBBBP dBPdBPdBP  dBP      dBP       dBP    
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it could be said that it is the use of the verb to be that 
proclaims an agreement between the type and the 
token — which claims that there is no differential 
between the two.

Other descriptions border on the factually 
incorrect, like one from seller Jem og Fix stating that 
a laminate tabletop that imitates walnut is “easy to 
clean and has a surface in Walnut” (Jem og Fix, emphasis 
added). To avoid the uncomfortable experience of 
contamination that arises from the recognition of the 
differential between the imitated material and the actual 
materiality of the tabletop, everything is done, both 
physically and discursively to transform its materiality 
so convincingly that the differential is kept together and 
the classification of its materiality remains unquestioned.

As I have already argued, this transformation 
is not only one between different forms of materiality, but 
essentially one between different social conditions. While 
the utmost care is taken to transform the material origins 
of the tabletop, it is not the materiality itself that matters, 
but rather the favourable social circumstances of the 
consumer that are objectified in the consumption of 
such materials. Like distressed blue jeans that offer the 
customer an opportunity to “buy time” (Miller 157) — 
to simulate an adventurous or rough life-style — laminate 
tabletops are, ultimately, valued as expressions of an 
imagined and desired mode of consumption: they speak 
of the edgy trendiness of those who make do with a 
raw concrete tabletop or of the healthy naturalness of 
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those that, as one website states, prefer to “invite nature 
indoors” in the form of a kitchen in soaped oak. 

The signification at work here can surely not 
be understood in reference to Ferdinand de Saussure’s 
model of an arbitrary relationship between the signifier 
and the signified. Rather, the relationship is motivated as 
Roland Barthes would call it, or indexical in Peircean 
terms: the materiality of the tabletop, ultimately an 
expression of wealth, is fundamentally implicated in its 
symbolic value. When this argument is kept in mind, it is 
clearer why the successful transformation of the symbolic 
value of the laminate tabletop turns on the ability to 
suppress its contaminated duality. If the symbolic value 
of a cultural product amounts to an objectification of the 
social conditions necessary for its consumption, then 
this value is necessarily diminished when a product is 
understood to be an imitation. With Beckert’s vocabulary 
it can be argued that while material imitation can 
provide a certain measure of imaginative value, the 
degree to which this imaginative value can be converted 
into a socially recognised positional value is exactly 
dependent on a shared understanding of the product 
as being rather than seeming: to acquire positional value, 
imitations must be believable.(5) 

***

Like other imitations, laminate tabletops are dual 
because they pretend to be what they are not. 
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I have argued that when their inherent incongruity is 
recognised, imitations risk collapsing into a state of 
symbolic contamination. For this reason, producers and 
sellers of laminate tabletops engage all available devices, 
both material and discursive, in a bid to transform 
the materiality of the imitation so convincingly that 
its material nature remains unquestioned. A final irony 
is that by obscuring the original material make-up 
of laminate tabletops, the practice of material imitation 
is complicit in reaffirming the same principles of 
evaluation by which they have been accorded a low value 
position in the first place within a hierarchy of materials. 
Barthes, writing in the 1950s, argued that the emergence 
of plastic highlighted “an evolution in the myth of 
‘imitation’ materials”— material imitation no longer 
indicated pretensions and the hierarchy of substances 
would ultimately be abolished (118). While Barthes might 
have been correct in saying that technical innovation and 

To this necessity must be attributed the quite 
extraordinary fact that laminate tabletops sometimes are 
imitations of processed wood products (such as finger 
jointed boards or plywood) that are cheaper than solid 
timber. An acute awareness of the necessity to stay within 
the limits of the believable can be found in the 
consumption of these imitative products.

(5)

   ___ _     ___ _    _ ___   
   F __` L   F __` L  J '__ J  
  | |--| |  | |--| |  | |--| | 
  F L__J J  F L__J J  F L__J J 
  )-____  LJ\____,__LJ  _____/L
 J\______/F J____,__F|_J_____F 
  J______F           L_J       
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the invention of plastic signalled an evolution in material 
imitation, this has not led to abolishing a hierarchy  
of materials — quite the contrary. Through the practice 
of material imitation, producers and consumers do not 
question or challenge the principles of evaluation by 
which symbolic value is accorded. Rather, they simply 
seek to fare best, and with great inventiveness, given this 
symbolic domination.
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INTRODUCTION

David Maroto 

Hybridisation, 
Impurity, 

Contamination: 
The Emergence of 
the Artist’s Novel

Why do artists write novels? What does the artist’s 
novel do to the visual arts? How should it be 
experienced? Since the mid-1990s there has been a 
proliferation of visual artists who create novels as part 
of their art projects. They do so not with the ambition 
to write a literary work, but in order to address artistic 
issues by means of novelistic traits, favouring a sort  
of art predicated on process and subjectivity. In this 
sense, it is possible to speak of a new medium in the 
visual arts, yet very little is known about it.
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Throughout the twentieth century, the 
introduction of notions traditionally ascribed to literature 
(such as fiction, imagination, narrative, and identification) 
into the visual arts was an unacceptable hybridisation 
for an influential strand of modernism, known as 
medium-specificity (led by critic Clement Greenberg) 
and, therefore, a crucial factor in having remained 
ignored for so long. In his seminal essay “Avant-Garde 
and Kitsch,” Greenberg celebrates the cultural height 
achieved with the avant-garde, specifically thanks 
to the non-representational or abstract arts, which refer 
to nothing but themselves. For Greenberg, art had 
become its own subject matter, purging any other 
content in the process. As a result, the only acceptable 
experience is the one contained within the boundaries  
of the painting’s frame, which refers to its own 
materiality, its own medium. The “world of common, 
extraverted experience” must be renounced, and with 
it any attempt to tell a story in the visual arts (“Avant-
Garde and Kitsch” 532).

The central idea in medium-specificity is that 
a successful work of art is that which remains faithful 
to the specific properties of its medium (Bernstein). 
In “Towards a Newer Laocoon,” Greenberg advocates 
more decidedly the notion of medium-specificity, being 
particularly aggressive against what he sees as literature’s 
oppressive and “corrupting influence” (557). Artists are 
called to “revolt against the dominance of literature,” 
which serves as a vehicle to infect the visual arts with 
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ideas (556). Each type of art must remain within 
its boundaries: “Purity in art consists in the acceptance, 
willing acceptance, of the limitations of the medium  
of the specific art” (558). Purity, as the state in which 
the artwork is uncontaminated by the influence 
of other media, is the ideal of medium-specificity and 
the artistic horizon towards which the avant-garde must 
naturally tend.

The artist’s novel, however, is diametrically 
opposed to medium-specificity. Its hybrid nature 
embodies impurity itself. It is a case of contamination 
between two different disciplines, and (following 
Greenberg’s view) precisely of the worst kind because  
it represents the reintroduction of “the oppressive 
dominance of literature and its corrupting influence” 
over the visual arts (“Towards a Newer Laocoon” 557). 
From this viewpoint, it is possible to align the emergence 
of the artist’s novel with a different theoretical strand 
that challenges Greenberg’s critical lineage. Rosalind 
Krauss acknowledges the weight of Greenberg’s legacy, 
which she deems a “critical toxic waste” impossible  
to avoid (5):

That such a definition of the medium as mere 
physical object, in all its reductiveness and 
drive toward reification, had become common 
currency in the art world, and that the name 
Clement Greenberg had been attached to this 
definition so that, from the ‘60s on, to utter the 
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word “medium” meant invoking “Greenberg,” 
was the problem I faced. (Krauss 6)

Krauss criticises art’s disengagement with the world when 
it only pursues the purity of its own medium-specificity 
(11). She goes on to trace the vicissitudes of the 
notion of medium-specificity in the twentieth century. 
Paradoxically, the separation between media, by 
narrowing down painting’s definition exclusively to its 
physical features, ended up making it undistinguishable 
from sculpture (10). Krauss offers the example of Marcel 
Broodthaers’ mixed-media installation Museum of 
Modern Art, Eagles Department to claim that the latest 
developments in contemporary art have led to 
the termination of medium-specificity and inaugurated 
a new time characterised by a post-medium condition 
(20). This term applies to a situation in which media 
are subordinated to the contents that artists deal with.(1) 
Krauss’ concept of the medium becomes expanded 
beyond the artwork’s physical aspects to include notions 
such as process and experience.

Post-medium condition is a useful term to understand artistic 
trends as varied as, for instance, institutional critique, relational 
aesthetics, or post-performance, which are defined by the social 
and/or political impact that they strive to exert.

(1)

.-..--.   .-.     .-..-..-. .-..-.  .-. .-.  .-.  
| | ~~.-. | |     | | ~ | | | | ~.-.| | | | _`-'  
| |.--.~  | |     | |.-.| | | |   ~ | | | |`-'.-. 
| | ~~.-. | |     | | ~ | | | |     | | | |   | | 
| |.--.~  | | __  | |   | | | |     | | | |   | | 
`-' ~~    `-'`--' `-'   `-' `-'     `-' `-'   `-' 
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Taking his cue from Krauss’ post-medium 
diagnosis, art critic Daniel Kunitz (2011) argues that the 
model of modernity that was anchored to notions of 
purity has become obsolete. Medium-specificity is no 
longer relevant. Visual artists, in increasing numbers, 
are recovering long discarded practices of narrative and 
fiction in their work, most significantly by means of the 
artist’s novel. Contemporary art is now prone to favour 
practices in which writing is central, “and the line 
delimiting literary from visual art virtually nonexistent” 
(Kunitz 49). From this viewpoint, I want to argue, 
the current post-medium context creates the optimal 
conditions for the emergence of the artist’s novel at this 
particular moment in history.

***

The lines above are excerpted (edited and adapted) 
from my PhD thesis, called The Artist’s Novel: The Novel 
as a Medium in the Visual Arts *(Mousse Publishing, 
2020)*, which is divided in two parts. Part 1, called  
A New Medium, aims to elucidate the pressing questions 
posed by the emergence of a new artistic medium 
with a theoretical approach that critically examines 
the different ways contemporary artists have employed  
the artist’s novel. The intention is not to fix a definition 
of what the artist’s novel is, but rather to situate  
it within the broader field of the visual arts in 
the hopes of sparking a much-needed discussion about  
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a practice that has long been ignored by the main 
critical strands in art discourse. Part 2, called 
The Fantasy of the Novel, is the practice-led element 
of the research: a novel about the process of creation 
of an artist’s novel. Between January 2016 and May 
2018, I co-curated, accompanied, and examined the 
process of creation of a new artist’s novel (Alex 
Cecchetti’s Tamam Shud) from the moment of its 
inception to the moment of its publication. Cecchetti 
structured his art project in a series of five episodic 
performances and an exhibition, all at the service 
of the creation of a narrative that he then wrote 
up as a murder mystery novel. The Fantasy of the Novel 
registers its trajectory, vicissitudes, and protagonists 
in a fictionalised version of the events.

The Fantasy of the Novel is not only the narrative 
expression of a previous work of research; it is also 
a form of research in itself. The writing process 
becomes methodological in that it dictates the contents 
of the project and the way it is conducted. It not only 
analyses its subject matter, it performs it as well — it is 
writing as research. Consequently, the knowledge 
conveyed by The Fantasy of the Novel is about the 
information that the text contains as much as about 
what it does by means of its literary traits. Through the 
latter, The Fantasy of the Novel elicits the reader’s 
identification by means of narrative empathy and 
emotional investment, enabling them to comprehend 
not only how certain events defined the contents of the 
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Tamam Shud project, and that certain vicissitudes 
happened at some point in time, but also what it is like 
to create an artist’s novel.(2) 

What follows is an excerpt from Chapter 6 of 
The Fantasy of the Novel, titled “Reading the Unwritten,” 
which chronologically takes place after the third 
performance in Cecchetti’s series. Characters such as 
Joanna Zielińska, co-curator of the Tamam Shud project, 
are introduced, and the relationship between the 
performative art project and the writing process is 
analysed from the viewpoint of the narrator, who occupies 
the position of co-curator, editor, and investigator (in its 
double meaning as both detective and researcher). 

The excerpt is offered as an embodiment of the 
ideas presented in this introduction: the notions related 
to the post-medium condition — hybridisation, impurity, 
contamination —  are experienced in practice through the 
creation of a new artist’s novel by means of an art project. 
By accompanying Tamam Shud’s creative process, the 
research is expanded through action that is then written 

Such is the cognitive value of literature as proposed by Catherine 
Wilson, who argues that “A person may be said not only to know, 
e.g. how to play chess or ride a bicycle, and that, e.g. the War of 
the Roses began in 1456, but also what it is like to, e.g. fall 
suddenly in love, lose a child to death, or undergo religious 
conversion” (491–92, italics in the original).

(2)

         _                    _          
        //            /      //   /      
   _   // __.  _. _  /_  __ // __/ _  __ 
  /_)_</_(_/|_(__</_/ /_(_)</_(_/_</_/ (_
 /                                       
'                                        
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up as research. It is as a case of contamination between 
different disciplines, a hybrid textual experiment where 
literature and the visual arts, theory and practice, fiction 
and research, merge.
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Days later, I asked Alex to send us a sample of his 
writing. This request had a triple purpose: to test a 
possible translator for the artist’s novel, to enable 
Joanna and me to actually read the very text we were 
commissioning, and to stimulate Alex to start writing 
in case he hadn’t done so yet. For the translation we 
contacted Johanna Bishop, who had previously worked 
with him on his novella A Society That Breathes Once a Year. 
By early January 2017 Alex had written the initial chapters 
of the story in Italian, his mother tongue. A few weeks 
later Johanna Bishop sent them back in English. That 
morning I was alone at home. With great anticipation, 
I printed the chapters out whilst pouring myself a coffee. 
The first thing that caught my attention was how readable 
the text was. How much of it was down to Alex, and how 
much was the translator’s merit, was something that I 
couldn’t tell. When Joanna and I accepted hiring a translator 
we also accepted that we would never get unmediated 
access to the Italian manuscript. Nevertheless, I was 
inclined to assume that the text’s enjoyability was, 
for the most part, an inherent trait of Alex’s prose.

Translating from Italian instead of copy-editing 
an English-written manuscript was an extra expense that 
we accepted only on the condition that the total word 
count wouldn’t go beyond 60,000 words, since that was 
all we could afford at the rate charged by Johanna 
Bishop. Translating was also a slow process that required 
three additional months, causing the end of the project 
to be significantly delayed. So the word limit was  
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also meant to prevent Alex from going overboard with 
the artist’s novel’s length and pushing the timeline  
even further.

The second thing that I noticed was the length 
of his chapters. There seemed to be a rule by which 
none of them exceeded three pages, which introduced 
a lively pace and a feeling of satisfaction, of getting 
something accomplished. The first ten chapters took 
some 6,000 words, so I estimated that the final 
manuscript would end up around 100 chapters. 
From a purely creative point of view, demanding that 
Alex tame his writing with a word limit sucked, but there 
was nothing I could do, budget and timeline set the 
project’s boundaries.

As Alex had anticipated, the story was narrated 
from the point of view of a dead person who follows the 
investigation of a pair of detectives into his (the 
narrator’s) own death, about which he knows nothing. 
There were many passages I recognised as having been 
part of the performances:

I don’t remember much about life. Everything 
has been scrubbed clean, bleached, recycled. … 
Death is like dawn or dusk, they’re so much 
alike it’s hard to tell whether a day is ending 
or another is beginning. So the last thing 
I remember is just like the first, they almost 
overlap. For some cosmic reason, the first thing 
I remember and the last are aligned, like planets. 
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Caaw Caaw Caaw.

‘Caaw Caaw Caaw’? The sound of crows in 
the graveyard where the story begins interrupted the 
narrative every now and then. It didn’t take much 
to notice that the cawing wasn’t inserted at random, 
it followed a pattern of long and short cries. Caw Caw 
Caw Caw. Caw. Caaw Caw Caaw. I had a hunch that it was 
trying to send a message. I wrote down its recurrences 
and put them in an online Morse code translator:

.... . -.- -. --- .-- ... .- -... --- ..- - .. - .- .-.. .-..

Which reads:

HEKNOWSABOUTITALL

‘He knows about it all’ sounded terribly familiar. 
I opened the PDF file that contained a scanned version 
of Edward Fitzgerald’s edition of the Rubáiyát, a book of 
poetry written in the twelfth century by the Persian poet 
Omar Khayyám, which deals with the transient nature 
of life and the preoccupation with death. There I found it, 
in a passage about God playing bowls with humans:

The Ball no Question makes of Ayes and Noes,
But Right or Left as strikes the Player goes;
And He that toss’d Thee down into the Field, 
He knows about it all—He knows—HE knows!
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I figured that Alex got the idea of introducing 
coded messages from the actual Somerton man 
(the victim of a murder famously unresolved since 1949) 
since, on the back cover of the copy of the Rubáiyát 
found in relation to that case, the police found 
a handwritten code that consisted of five lines written 
in capital letters. The second one had been crossed:

WRGOABABD
MLIAOI
WTBIMPANETP
MLIABOAIAQC
ITTMTSAMSTGAB

It proved to be undecipherable, mostly because 
it’s very difficult to crack a code with only one short 
sample. Some thought that it wasn’t a code at all, but 
an acronym, with each letter standing for a word forming 
sentences, in which case, and considering the second 
crossed line a writer’s mistake, it’d follow the Rubáiyát’s 
quatrain format. Was it a message written by the 
Somerton man knowing that only someone in particular 
would be able to read it? Alex’s ciphered message, on the 
other hand, was meant to be discovered and was much 
more playful, more ambiguous too. Even after I read it 
I wasn’t sure of its meaning. ‘He knows about it all.’ Was 
it trying to warn the reader that the narrator, contrary to 
his claims, was fully aware of who he was in life and who 
was responsible for his death? If so, why did he lie to 
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the reader? Furthermore, who wrote the crow code and 
inserted it in the narrator’s story? Whose voice was it, 
really? And why was this voice trying to reach the reader? 
‘He knows about it all’ sounded like a warning. Against 
what exactly? A warning about God’s omniscience, 
about the impossibility of escaping the father figure’s 
surveillance and control? Solving one mystery only led to 
more questions.

The alignment of these two memories happens 
right here. Caw Caw Caw. The last thing I 
remember and the first. I was like this, stretched 
out just like on this lawn. Caw Caaw. Like this, 
stretched out, lying down, and up above, up 
there, the trees with those green leaves 
fluttering against the sky and the sun behind 
those leaves casting glimmers, casting spells. 
And everything was moving backwards, trees, 
leaves, clouds, like on a boat slipping calmly down 
a river. Who knows, maybe someone was pushing 
me.

The coffee was too bitter, I reached for the sugar 
pot. The first chapter was called Alignments, of birth 
and death, of two identical moments in the memory of 
the protagonist: moving backwards in a garden, or a 
forest, an image employed by Alex in his first performance, 
called Episode 1: When Everything Is So Clean It Is Difficult to 
Remember Something; in the video trailer for the second 
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performance, Belladonna; and which would keep coming 
back in the future Episode 5 and the video that was 
going to be projected on the ceiling of the Tamam Shud 
exhibition. Maternal love and the nostalgia for a feeling 
of completion, recurring motifs in the art project, were 
openly expressed in the artist’s novel:

And back then everything was so simple. When 
you’re hungry, someone feeds you. When you’re 
sleepy, someone sings to you. And when you 
crap someone else cleans up. You don’t have to 
do anything but live. And if this is life, I thought, 
I want to live forever.

So the story, as told in the first Tamam Shud 
chapters, goes like this: the detectives exhume the 
narrator’s body for an autopsy one year after his death. 
The coroner, called ‘chef’ (Alex wrote proper names in 
lower case), finds no evidence about who he is and how 
he died. Reading about the autopsy resonated, in a way, 
with my own attempt at examining the manuscript, 
proceeding like an investigation of a corpse: dissecting it, 
opening it up, searching for answers, and getting more 
questions instead, just like the detectives, when they 
finally find 

a tiny, fragile piece of paper in a clear plastic 
baggie. The scrap looks like it’s been torn from 
the page of a book or something, and on it, 
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in black letters, are the words Tamam Shud. 
And that means nothing to me. Zip, zilch. But 
I’d been wearing it stitched into my underwear 
for God knows how long.

I realised how much stuff Alex was reintroducing 
from When Everything Is So Clean It Is Difficult to Remember 
Something into his novel. For example, the line, ‘I’m getting 
old. I died a year ago, nearly two. It doesn’t show?’ was 
almost an exact reproduction of the one he said during 
the performance, ‘I’m old, it’s one year since I died. 
It doesn’t look like that, right?’ Also, chef telling the 
detectives, ‘Death is funny, when it goes boo it scares 
your socks off’, replicated a line Alex delivered during 
Episode 1, ‘Death is really funny. Death is a little bit like: 
Boo! … People are scared to death.’

The detectives go to visit someone who could 
offer answers about the scrap piece of paper, a man 
in his seventies, who wears a Hawaiian shirt and a kimono 
but is neither American nor Japanese, who lives in a house 
crammed full of books and bizarre artefacts, accompanied 
by a girl, barely of legal age, ‘wearing nothing but a pair 
of underpants’. Hold on, I said to myself, I know the kimono 
man character. It was Seth, straight from the pages of 
my own artist’s novel The Wheel of Fortune (I had given 
a copy to Alex months ago).

I first met Seth Siegelaub in 2006 in Amsterdam 
when I opened my solo show about artists who had 
abandoned art, featuring a number of pieces about his 
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decision to quit the art world in 1971. Of course, he was 
an art dealer and a curator, not an artist, but considering 
that he was an early promoter of Conceptual Art, his 
work wasn’t very different from that of the artists he 
curated. I invited Seth to come to my show and he quite 
liked what he saw. We became friends and, from that 
time on, I often visited him at his small flat, crammed full 
of books, artworks, and textiles from all sorts of lands 
and epochs. Seth passed away in 2013. Shortly after, 
when I was writing The Wheel of Fortune, I paid my 
personal homage by incorporating a character based on 
him in the fiction. He was more than a friend to me, he 
was a kind of paternal figure. I don’t know if he ever felt 
that way, but that’s how it was for me. He was intelligent 
and generous; he lived the life he wanted to live, he 
was a role model for a young artist like me at the time, 
and I still miss him.

I made an illustration of Seth for The Wheel of 
Fortune based on a photo portrait of him wearing one of 
his Hawaiian shirts. Alex had obviously seen it and mixed 
it with another published image of Seth that accompanied 
an interview in an art magazine, in which he posed 
wearing one of his Japanese kimonos. The protagonist 
of my artist’s novel meets Seth to get help in the form 
of advice in a room where it’s nearly impossible to 
move because of the accumulation of hoarded books 
and exotic artefacts. That space had been extrapolated 
to Tamam Shud along with its dweller. I didn’t mind Alex 
borrowing elements of my artist’s novel for his, I had 
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been robbed of ideas and even entire installations before. 
It just felt a bit weird.

So, in Tamam Shud two detectives visit the kimono 
man hoping to get some advice. I wondered if they were 
projections of Joanna and me in the fiction. Their behaviour 
is both opposite and complementary to each other, 
echoing other literary pairs, like Bouvard and Pécuchet. 
The image was too strong not to make the connection with 
Flaubert’s posthumous and unfinished novel. What’s more, 
I had read elsewhere that the famous copy clerks were 
in turn based on Turkey and Nippers, another couple 
of scriveners, colleagues of Herman Melville’s Bartleby. One 
has a horrible temper in the morning whilst the other one 
is in a great mood, only to reverse roles in the afternoon. 
I also knew that this ping pong dynamic served as 
inspiration for Kafka’s Arthur and Jeremiah, the annoying 
aides assigned to K., The Castle’s protagonist. They too, 
like a pair of rubber balls, bounce at regular intervals. The 
Tamam Shud detectives’ names, twiggy and ginger, offered 
more clues, for Ginger Nuts is the name of the third 
employee at Bartleby’s office. But also, as Alex would later 
confide, they were based on Sergeant Pluck and Policeman 
MacCruiskeen, from Flann O’Brien’s The Third Policeman. 
I had always pictured Sergeant Pluck being ginger, 
because of his red hands, red cheeks, and his ‘violent red’ 
moustache. I guessed it made sense to have such 
a book in mind, for it is also narrated by the protagonist 
after his own death, although he doesn’t realise he is dead.

I sipped my coffee. 
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So that was it.
The art project wasn’t meant to trigger real 

situations that would end up fictionalised in the artist’s 
novel, as some people had suggested. The relationship 
between the making of the artworks and the writing of 
the artist’s novel was subtler than that. They both 
shared the same narrative, came from the same place. 
The narrative was articulated by means of the episodic 
performances (and, later, by the exhibition) and expressed 
in the artist’s novel’s text. Not that one would breed 
the other, rather, they were communicating vessels within 
the same system. The art project was the recipient of 
a lot of ideas, motifs, dialogues, and imagery spawned 
by the insertion of new and old works in the Tamam Shud 
universe, and the rewriting undergone by both the host 
narrative and the guest artworks was trickling down into 
the manuscript that was being produced.

I didn’t believe that Alex could have written this 
stuff in the solitude of his studio at the Cité des Arts 
inParis. Where would the kimono man be then, if Alex 
had never met me? What about the death and birth 
alignments, without the video trailer for Belladonna? 
What about the cleaning lady, without Episode 1?

In the house where they found him, not a trace 
on the door handles. That was probably due 
to the cleaning lady, the twiggy cop says.
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INTERVIEW

All in This Toxic 
Mess Together

An Interview with 
Toxic Commons 

abstract In the age of the Anthropocene, 
the contamination of our commons  
(such as water, air, and soil) and the 
inequality of exposure to toxic elements 
have become increasingly common.  
As an interdisciplinary platform that 
researches, writes, and organises public 
programmes, Toxic Commons explores 
tools for grappling with and scrutinizing 
the development of toxic reality. We 
spoke to three of their seven members: 
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Ayushi Dhawan (PhD candidate, member 
of the Hazardous Travels Research Group, 
Rachel Carson Center), Caroline Ektander 
(architect, writer and independent 
researcher), and Dr. Simone Müller 
(project director & principal investigator 
of the Hazardous Travels Research Group, 
Rachel Carson Center) about their 
collective. What are the pressing issues 
bound to dealing with toxicity today  
and what would toxic politics look like in 
the future? 

Soapbox [Andrea Finesso & Lijuan Klassen]:  
We would like to start with a broad question about 
the name of your collective. While toxicity is 
commonly associated with danger, harmfulness, 
or ‘molecules out of place,’ you choose it as your 
namesake. What do you think needs to change 
in how  the notion of the toxic is framed and what 
is the importance of a commons in this regard?  

Simone Müller: For the past three years, my team 
at my research group Hazardous Travels and I have 
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been researching the structures and dynamics of  
the global waste economy. We are particularly interested 
in the tension that unfolds between the trade of toxic 
materials as a voluntary exchange, beneficial to 
economic development, and as an issue of environmental 
racism and global environmental inequality. When 
investigating the relationship between different waste 
regimes, we usually see that these tensions unfold 
between countries with different economic systems. 
But tensions also arise between countries which have 
the same economic systems and ideology but are 
on different levels of growth and development. 
For example, the United States exporting waste to the 
Caribbean or Africa, or Ayushi’s research: import of end-
of-life vessels that are being brought to India to be 
dismantled. Another tension unravels once we are 
looking at how societies conceptualise the environment 
and resources. On the one hand, we have private 
Western companies operating in countries of the Global 
South, extracting the resource and dumping their waste 
there by bribing one individual. On the other hand 
are indigenous notions of resources as common goods.  
This brings us towards a more profound discussion 
about our relationship, as humans, to the environment. 
Are we at the top of environmental creation — a notion 
going back to Enlightenment thinking — or are we 
participants in something that aboriginal people call 
their land and that we are safeguarding for future 
generations?
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To give you a very short definition of Toxic 
Commons: We are trying to grapple with the fact that 
we are living in a moment where our commons (our air, 
our water, our soil) are increasingly contaminated. 
As Toxic Commons, we are struggling with the issues 
of cumulative contamination, which are also markers 
of — to use a big word — the ‘Anthropocene,’ given the 
history of industrialisation, plasticisation and so on. 
Our planet is increasingly contaminated and the 
unfolding narrative is that humankind has to battle 
against climate change, the loss of biodiversity... but 
also against toxic academia. This battle is highly 
paradoxical in terms of unequal exposure and our 
clashing experiences of what it means ‘to live with the 
toxic.’ An asymmetry, wound up in historical structures 
of racism and exploitation, always needs to be brought 
to the table.

SB: You are speaking about situatedness, or the fact that 
our thinking about toxicity is always already situated 
in a contaminated space. Still, most of us are speaking 
from a more or less privileged position. Ayushi, could 
you tell us about your research on the shipbreaking 
industry in India, in regard to the unfolding tensions 
when working in between activism and academia?

Ayushi Dhawan: As Simone pointed out, for us the 
inequality of experiencing toxicity is a dividing but also 
a connecting factor. After researching the shipbreaking 
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yards in Alang, I noticed that in scholarly writings it is 
often said that, “Once a ship is sent from the Global 
North to the Global South it is the end of the process.” 
Once the ship is sent — the shipowner  hands it 
over — it is the end, yes, of the externalization process. 
However, I would like to point out that it is not  the 
end of the ship’s life. Once it reaches the shipbreaking 
yards, the objects inside the ship get a second or maybe 
third life depending on the lifecycle of that particular 
ship. When it is broken down, the steel in it is used as 
raw material, which eventually becomes infused into 
the local economy. The workers dismantling the ship 
are also feeding off it as a source of income. 

When talking about representation, I would 
emphasise that in activism workers employed at 
the shipyards are often voluntarily or involuntarily 
victimised, in a way that strips them of their agency. 
In both local and international newspaper articles they 
are compared to an army of ants, iron-feeding crows, 
or  just relentlessly working human machines. This is, 
of course, only a partial view into this labor-intensive 
world. The work is hard, and I do not deny the 
repercussions it can have on them but, at the same 
time, it is important to highlight their individual 
agency. Because, you know, this work is better paid 
than some of the work they might do otherwise. 
Due to hypervisibility in the media, workers often 
fight for some space and silence now, and wish to be 
left alone. 
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SB: In “Toxic politics: Acting in a permanently polluted 
world” Max Liboiron, referencing Bruno Latour and 
Alexis Shotwell, states:

Management via separation, containment, 
clean up and immunization — the hallmarks  
of 20th-century pollution control — are 
premised on a politics of material purity 
that is no longer available or was never viable 
to begin with. (332)

They are arguing for a toxic politics based not on the 
accumulation of data or sensationalist media 
representation, but a form of scientific representation 
of toxicity that allows for a slow activism in response  
to the reality of the slow violence. One that focuses, 
indeed, on the lives of people that are affected most 
immediately and not on sensationalising their lives.

AD: When I visit the shipyards, many extremes are evident 
to me. One extreme is that deaths happen due to 
carelessness or unforeseen circumstances. The sudden 
deaths of workers is what often gets picked up by the 
newspapers, but the not-so-evident slow violence is hard 
to report on. This is because workers that are employed 
at the shipbreaking yards are migrant workers who come 
from different parts of India to do seasonal work for six 
to eight months and then go back to their villages 
to practice agriculture. It is a very informal industry, 
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as these workers are not recognised officially. They are  
not given identification cards, making it hard to track 
them down in their villages once they have left the 
yards. Thus, what the media often hooks onto is the 
visible, sensationalist narratives of sudden deaths and 
immediate violence. 

Caroline Ektander: To zoom out a little from this 
specific context. I think what is crucial in the Liboiron 
et al. passage is how they challenge the binary 
between toxicity and purity. A look into the history of 
environmentalism shows how the governance of toxicity 
and the situation we are in today is, essentially, the 
legacy of binary thinking. Of thinking: if you have 
something that is harmful, then you need to get away 
from it and you need to get it away from you. The legacy 
of modern environmentalism, one could say, is the 
creation of a world which is highly unequal when 
it comes to environmental protection. What we see 
happening since the 1970s is that industrialised 
countries implement environmental legislations and 
regulations to create safe spaces for their citizens by 
externalising that which is unsafe to the ‘Global South.’ 
We have created a world where you have two class 
societies: those bodies that are worth protecting and 
those that are not. 

Due to this binary thinking, we are still lacking 
a global set of norms that determine that everybody 
should be able to live and work safely. This is the 
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backdrop from where we do our research and where we 
struggle, because these binaries between purity and 
contamination, here and there, inflict narratives that are 
also told in the media. Stories amplify the victimisation 
of the local population, as they are usually told 
from a white perspective gazing at the shipyards from 
a distance. It is easy to judge and pity the ‘poor’ workers 
of India from that privileged position of safety and 
to feel disentangled from them. What we try to achieve 
with Toxic Commons, is to probe what happens once 
you give up that safe distance and reintroduce yourself 
into their story. Recognising that you too are complicit 
in maintaining a hazardous regime. That you too are 
affected, once the outsourced toxicity returns to your 
country, or once you realise that we already have up 
to 400 foreign chemicals in our bodies. The question 
then is: how does that shift your position as a researcher 
and the alternative narratives you create? 

SB: From both of your interventions we take that 
communication is key, or rather, that there is a problem 
with storytelling, maybe because of the difficulty 
to efficiently and accurately conceptualise slow violence 
and its effects. Hauntology — an ontology of that which 
is haunting or obsessive — is used to designate the 
persistent effect of elements from the past within 
the present. This resonates very well in the context of 
toxicity or radioactivity: a material encounter that leaves 
permanent yet imperceptible marks. A sort of curse, if 
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you will, that evokes this idea of ghosts, monsters, and 
(science) fiction. Contemporary thinkers, such as Donna 
Haraway, Mark Fisher, or Timothy Morton employ the 
weird, tentacular, and monstrous to come to terms with 
the more-than-human reality of planetary crisis. Do you 
find these metaphors useful narrative devices for talking 
about toxicity?

CE: I am always intrigued by questions about death. I think 
these notions you mention were instrumental for us, 
especially in our last exhibition. We tried to understand, 
maybe not so much haunting, but mourning as a tool for 
tapping into another register for processing information. 
We found that common narrative structures of toxicity 
are very difficult to work with because they tend to 
solidify and also because of the binaries they reproduce. 
But once you let yourself tap into emotions that lie 
very close to something like fear, you can address these 
issues better; feeling the porousness of yourself towards 
others. It speaks to a sensibility for new collectives. 
Not the kind of collectives around which we have 
constructed a world made of the ‘Global North’ and 
‘Global South,’ but rather, a collectivity that rewires us 
as subjects. 

I do believe that these notions, such as toxicity, 
are things you can never make into a clean concept. 
It will always be messy, leaky, and unruly. You can only 
hold it for a second before it unravels and you have to 
re-think. I have never exactly thought about hauntology, 
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but definitely about mourning death and the lack 
thereof — the weirdness of constantly reading about 
mass extinction but never sitting down to have a good 
cry. I think this is where the performing and conceptual 
arts can offer a kind of outlet. Not in the sense of 
exoticising or describing a ‘somewhere else,’ but as 
inviting that ‘somewhere else’ to take up and share space 
and presence.

SM: Adding to what Caroline has so beautifully said, I think 
there are two other angles that come with thinking about 
the global waste economy through ghostology or ghostly 
matters. Bringing in the ethical question of externalising 
toxic matters, it is fascinating to see how, already, in 
the 1920s economists were discussing how some things 
should not be traded — things they would call economic 
monstrosities. This is my first association with ghostology, 
along with the question: what is it that makes it ghostly? 
Ghosting or haunting has something to do with 
challenging our anthropocentric frames of time and 
timing, of not thinking within the human time span of 
one to three generations, but rather in terms of hundreds 
of thousands of years. Thinking about ghosts and 
haunting challenges us to reintroduce chemicals, with 
a completely different time span than ours, as agential 
actors into our research. How to grapple with the time 
frame of nuclear waste? Conceptually, this challenges us 
to decentralise the human being as a narrator and to take 
seriously how chemicals drive the story of toxicity —  
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a story which may continue hundreds of years after the 
presence of narrating humans.

AD: In my case study, I often encounter ghost ships. 
When ship owners want to get rid of their seafaring 
vessels, they are re-painted, re-christened, and sold 
to another company — a ship could have at least six or 
seven names in a lifespan of more or less twenty-five 
years. There is this incessant urge to get rid of them 
in case they have been embroiled in accidents or when 
they become economically unbeneficial. They are 
re-named and sent from one country to another in 
search of the ultimate sink. Yet, when a ship is broken 
down, it does not fully disappear — hazardous 
substances that come out of it during the dismantling 
process linger in the shipyards for years, entering inside 
the worker’s bodies and the local economy. 

SB: Returning to your wonderment about why we do not 
cry or feel more intensively, in the face of constant 
destruction, we were thinking that maybe this lack of 
emotional response is because a response requires 
certain stimuli or a medium, as is the case for music or 
a eulogy — usually they are not for non-human subjects. 
Perhaps a bit of anthropomorphising is needed in order 
to enable an emotional response and mourning? 

In the introduction to Comparative Planetology, 
Lukas Likavcan writes about palliative care: “After all, 
reckoning with extinction is the condition of 
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environmental hope in environmental mourning,” (77) 
emphasising that only when fully embracing the extreme 
probability of humans collective non-existence can there 
be hope for things to be otherwise. The question is: how 
can we conceptualise this otherwise to secure a sense 
and value for humanity’s planetary existence, while 
holding true the perspective of Earth without us. What 
can notions of mourning and palliative care do for our 
approach to the toxic world, particularly, in the context 
of the ongoing pandemic? (1)

CE: The notion of how, for whom, and why we mourn is 
where I see the role of culture and art in offering new 
spaces. This is something I realised when attending our 
public programme exhibition (Deadly Affairs; The Long 
Term You Cannot Afford) as an audience member. You 
pick a group of people, put a programme together, sit 
through it, cry, laugh and go home — it was such a 
catharsis. I remember coming home and for some reason 
two of our kids were awake, with my husband stressed 
out of his mind, but I had the calm to just clear the 

This interview took place in July 2020, about three 
months into the global COVID-19 pandemic. 

(1)

  ____       _       _   _   ____   U _____ u 
U|  _"\ uU  /"\  uU |"|u| | / __"| u\| ___"|/ 
\| |_) |/ \/ _ \/  \| |\| |<\___ \/  |  _|"   
 |  __/   / ___ \   | |_| | u___) |  | |___   
 |_|     /_/   \_\ <<\___/  |____/>> |_____|  
 ||>>_    \\    >>(__) )(    )(  (__)<<   >>  
(__)__)  (__)  (__)   (__)  (__)    (__) (__) 
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whole situation up. Then, only two weeks later, I was 
back in my unnerved mother role; recognising, in 
retrospect, how important cyclical grievance is and how 
we have to make room for these forms of mourning. 

This refers back to Liboiron’s toxic politics 
perhaps and the fact that they exist within the everyday. 
They are not as spectacular as funerals, which 
require a lot of infrastructure, organisation, and stuff. 
How to make space in the everyday is something I still 
struggle with and that constantly drives me. I know 
the feeling of being connected to the world in a certain 
way and realise very quickly when I disconnect from it. 
I think that is how many live in a neoliberal society: on 
sugar and steroids that deaden a sort of relational world. 

SM: I am ambivalent about mourning. What I like about it 
is how it emphasises emotions as important drivers of 
events in, for instance, environmental history. Particularly 
when it comes to toxicity, emotions — mainly fear and 
disgust — have played a key role. The politics of 
mourning and environmental grief emphasise how the 
governance of toxicity has been very much based on our 
notion of being afraid of or disgusted by a substance, 
then trying to create a distance between our body and 
that particular substance. 

What I struggle with is the theological downturn 
of mourning and that it is, yet again, a negative feeling 
and a negative emotion. Grieving about or mourning 
the loss of something, I feel, inhibits action rather than 
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helping to get to a state of acceptance. We are already 
past the point where something can be done, we are 
already set on a path of no return from contamination. 
So, for me personally, it is not a productive concept 
that would allow us to find positive stories or to find 
productive ways of living in a world where we have to 
accommodate the toxic as a commonality.

CE: This is interesting to hear because I have such a 
different emotional connection to mourning. To mourn 
is not a sad thing for me but it is cleansing. It is 
catharsis — a kind of resetting. I come out of mourning 
when I am ready to change. When I am not mourning 
enough, I tend to go back to my old ways and patterns 
of thinking. But I really appreciate what you say 
concerning fear and containment. This is where the 
tension lies for me: mourning is a sort of undoing or 
unlearning — an acceptance on a completely different 
level than the status quo. It is decolonial work 
that requires mourning, not as a one off event but as 
a constant doing.

AD: I have an example to share. In one of my chapters, 
I am writing about  an oil spill(2) that happened in Alaska 
in 1989, when an oil tanker collided with Prince William’s 
Bligh Reef and 10.8 million gallons of oil were spilled in 
pristine Alaskan waters. The Spill: Personal Stories from the 
Exxon Valdez Disaster narrates the agonizing stories of 
local civilians, especially the fishermen, who talk about 
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Referring to the Exxon Valdez oil spill that happened in 
Alaska, on 24 March 1989. 

how they were impacted by the spill. Their statements 
are visceral, like: “It felt like a blow to my stomach.” 
After the spill, there was an increase in divorce rates, 
financial losses… The then town mayor committed 
suicide, and more suicides followed because of how 
shaken people were by the loss of employment 
opportunities. Activists wrote a regulation to stop 
allowing single hull tankers to float on ‘our’ (referring 
to North American) seas because it is dangerous 
and ‘God knows how much more could be potentially 
damaged in another accident.’ Subsequently, the US 
government passed a law banning all single hull tankers 
from calling in the US waters, meaning that they had 
to be demolished within a certain period of time. These 
banned oil tankers later went to the ‘Global South,’ 
that is, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and China, to be 
demolished. 

And on the other side, the fishermen in India, 
especially in Andhra Pradesh, were protesting because 
the ban of single hull tankers led to a boom in the 
Indian shipbreaking business.  In addition, to the 
existing shipyards in North-West India, there were 

(2)

    _____                                
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government talks in 1998 to open more shipbreaking 
yards in the South-Eastern part of India. The Andhra 
fishermen vehemently protested the establishment of 
new yards. So, on the one hand, you have the Alaskan 
fishermen who mourned about what had happened and, 
on the other hand, there are the Andhra fishermen 
mourning about what might be lost if the shipbreaking 
yards came into existence in their vicinity. In both cases, 
these citizen-based movements led to huge protests and 
significant political action.(3)

SB: I guess the struggle here with mourning  is also related 
to hope. Simone, you emphasised that, for you, mourning 
suggests an end or resignation. This stands in opposition 
to a hope which would give you the strength to carry on. 
We wonder whether the tension unfolding between these 
concepts is relevant for thinking of a future in a present 
that is so haunted by the past. We want to invite you 

In response to the oil spill, the US Congress passed the 
Oil Pollution Act (OPA) in 1990, which banned single hull 
tankers from operating in Prince William Sound. The 
protests led by local fishermen prevented the opening of 
the shipbreaking yards in Andhra Pradesh. 

(3)
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to speculate a bit about what a future toxicity, perhaps 
non-material and non-chemical, might look like?

SM: To speculate about toxicity in the future, I want 
to bring up something that is certainly not new but 
relevant: the toxicity that is integral to inequality, 
and that comes with racism and racist structures. I think 
we are facing a future — we already see this now in the 
pandemic — where people who can afford it will just 
leave the city and build private bunkers for their family, 
or sit at home and read until the crisis is past. Yet 
there are many who do not even have this choice. 
The numbers of global economic inequality, and the 
disparity between people and countries, are increasing 
fundamentally as we speak. This inequality is tightly 
connected to an increasing level of toxicity and exposure 
in relation to how we are situated in the world. So 
the toxicity we battle with is about dealing with the 
commonality of contamination and toxic exposure. 
I think one of the key aspects we need to put focus 
on are the outbursts of environmental racism and global 
environmental inequality. 

CE: I would emphasise the political polarisation of the 
alt-right, which presents these quick, easy, containable 
narratives or didactics, in spite of the complexity of the 
situation. I am wary and curious about how this is going 
to pan out, as the political polarisations we see 
happening in the US are also spreading in other places. 
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How can we re-connote words, like ‘mess’ and ‘cross-
contamination’ with positive feelings, such as hope? 
Words that point to the reality of how we are stuck 
together and how uncontained and non-binary 
our existence in this world is. How can we, without 
simplifying or abstracting too much, communicate about 
the toxic mess and our complicitness in ways that do 
not recede to white fragility? I see fake news as a sort 
of symptom of denying this complicitness.

AD: I consciously look for hopeful stories and try to move 
away from doom and gloom narratives, because as 
researchers we often run the risk of losing our mental 
sanity when we only talk about things going down the 
drain. Regarding non-chemical forms of toxicity, what 
I find more toxic than certain hazardous substances is 
the denial of the existing toxicity. If  there are still 
people who believe that once a harmful substance is 
out of sight it is out of mind and body, we have a serious 
problem. We are all in this toxic mess together and we 
have to work to improve it by better communicating, 
discussing, and taking action collectively. 

SB: Speaking of debates and discussions, we have really 
enjoyed and appreciated our conversation; at the same 
time, we want to acknowledge that this kind of event 
often takes place within a privileged bubble. While 
thinking together can be helpful and beautiful, there 
is a certain lack of encounter or confrontation with 
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different realities or dispositions. Do you think it would 
be necessary to seek challenging encounters more in 
order to question our views?

AD: Absolutely. I have myself been challenged multiple 
times when I was conducting my field work in Alang. 
People in the yards have confronted me with questions 
like, “There is so much written about shipbreaking 
already, so why come up with yet another book?”, 
“How is that going to help the community who is 
affected most by it?” As a research team, we constantly 
try to break up the ivory tower and find activists, artists, 
and people from other disciplines to collaborate with 
in our research endeavours.

CE: What I would highlight as a challenge ahead is to seek 
the exchange, outside, with the ‘other’ in the broader 
sense of the word and how formative Toxic Commons 
has been for my own development. This is to say 
that one thing does not exclude the other. It is very 
important to create many different forums of exchange 
and to be more strategic in taking the next step. 
Because the harm being done is under the radar of 
detectability — we cannot measure nor can we 
approach it, it is highly speculative and the conditions 
that produce it are obscured most of the time. These 
conditions need to be actively dug out, unearthed, and 
made present. That is the continuous work of slow hope. 
It is this togetherness that we need to cultivate.
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SB: Survival instead of salvation?

CE: Exactly, benignly staying with the trouble as a way of 
organising yourself.
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Afterword
Cancelled.
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This journal has greeted you with ‘We hope you are well’ 
“graffiti,” emotion icons and postcard-worthy ‘landmarks’ 
created by ASCII art generators. 
 ASCII art was an aesthetic foreshadowing of what 
would become our culture’s social vision for the Web.  
It only ever flourished as a truly popular genre of emoti-
cons, which were then eclipsed in 2000 by the Japanese 
“Emoji” character set.
 We felt it was suiting to revive these artefacts 
from the early Web, in this current period of time, when 
we are forced by a pandemic to reinterpret our daily life 
and where emails and platforms for online gatherings have 
become the frames for our social life. 
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Hi! We are VOX-POP, the creative space of the 
University of Amsterdam.

We organize inspiring cultural events that connect science 
and culture, university and city, humanities and society. And 
we love to create together with a community of students, 
staff  and Amsterdam locals. Want to join?

Do you have an idea for a cultural event you would like to 
organize? Contact us! If your plan aligns with what we do, 
our space is yours to use for free and we can off er you our 
organizational skills, expertise and network.

Check www.voxpop.uva.nl/zelf-organiseren

Want to organize your own cultural event here?
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