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PREFACE

This volume is both a protention and a retention: a nodal point in a series of conversations between Alfred Gell and a collection of scholars who have in various ways drawn inspiration from, critiqued and expanded his seminal ‘anthropological theory of art’, Art and Agency (1998). Its origins lie in the ‘Art and Agency: Ten Years On’ symposium, which we convened in Cambridge on 15 November 2008 to mark the tenth anniversary of the book’s posthumous publication. We are grateful to the Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (CRASSH) for sponsoring and organizing the symposium, to the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology for hosting the post-symposium reception, to all the speakers whose papers are now collected in this volume, and to the guest chairs and discussants who held the panels together so nicely on the day: Marilyn Strathern, Martin Holbraad, Graeme Were and Stephen Hugh-Jones. Fittingly, the speakers and their papers were given a pretty serious (but good-natured) grilling by an audience that remained engaged, incisive and very generous throughout.

In preparing the present volume, we have added a few contributions to the symposium’s original line-up. Chief among these is ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’, a hitherto unpublished essay written around 1985 by Gell himself, which his wife Simeran found amidst his files and boxes. With some luck, we managed to assemble all the relevant pages (though not, sadly, all the accompanying diagrams) to form the full document, which is published here for the first time. An engaging piece centred on the work of Marcel Duchamp, it may be read as a precursor to some of Gell’s most innovative arguments on time, change and creativity towards the end of Art and Agency. Alternatively, it could simply be taken as a recently rediscovered component of Gell’s oeuvre; an insight into an extraordinarily fertile mind that was engaging in serious cross-disciplinary study well before the concept became fashionable. ‘NSS’, as we now call it, is followed by a short commentary by Simon Dell, who provides an art-historical perspective on its content. Finally, the book closes with an epilogue by Nicholas Thomas – one of Gell’s closest collaborators, who was among those responsible for preparing Art and Agency for publication after his death.

From the time we began work on this project, we enjoyed the blessing and unwavering support of Simeran and Rohan Gell. We are particularly indebted to Simeran for letting us into her (and her late husband’s) life, giving us full access to Gell’s vast collection of papers, fieldnotes, lecture notes, and most intriguingly, drawings and diagrams which he made in both his childhood and later years, which reveal the intense visuality of his thought. (Some of these ended up in Art and Agency; two have been reproduced here.) For all this and more, we are immensely grateful.

Liana Chua and Mark Elliott


INTRODUCTION



ADVENTURES IN THE ART NEXUS

Liana Chua and Mark Elliott

Visceral Reactions

Participants at the symposium, ‘Art and Agency: Ten Years On’, held in Cambridge at the end of 2008, will remember one of the succession of animated debates that took place during the proceedings. Towards the end of the day, a prominent anthropologist sitting in the audience rose in excitement in response to the final paper. ‘I’m sorry,’ she began, ‘but I’m having a visceral reaction to what you’ve just said!’ Minutes later she was joined by another colleague who professed to feel the same, and there ensued a robust exchange between them and the speaker at the front of the room.

While this particular exchange centred on social scientific portrayals of prehistoric society, the phrase ‘visceral reaction’ aptly characterized both the symposium and the theory around which it revolved. Art and Agency, Alfred Gell’s ‘anthropological theory of art’, is the sort of book that has consistently, perhaps deliberately, incited intense responses in its readers. Whether positive or negative, such responses are rarely insipid or noncommittal, but passionate to a degree seldom seen in academia. Since its posthumous publication in 1998, Gell’s book has elicited both fervent acclaim and strident criticism, and become virtually mandatory reading in artefact-oriented disciplines across the social sciences and humanities. Today, the observation that ‘objects have agency (as Alfred Gell shows)’ is almost axiomatic in such fields. But what exactly does this entail? And is it ‘a Good or a Bad Thing’? On this point, consensus has yet to be obtained: Art and Agency began as, and continues to be, a controversial piece of work.

A ‘demanding book’ (Thomas 1998: xiii), Gell’s final work begins with a provocation: a challenge to extant approaches to the anthropology of art which, he argues, have become shackled by an obsession with aesthetics. He posits instead that a proper anthropology of art should take place within the ‘socio-relational matrix in which [art] is embedded’ (Gell 1998: 7). In this way, he proposes to treat art as ‘a system of action, intended to change the world rather than encode symbolic propositions about it’ (ibid.: 6).

Thus equipped, Gell takes the reader on an intense, sometimes mind-bending, exploration of art, agency, personhood, objecthood, cognition, temporality and creativity. Here, nkisi ‘power figures’, religious icons, aging Toyotas and landmines jostle freely with oil paintings, tattoos and Marcel Duchamp’s compositions as potential ‘art-objects’ that connect – or even act as – persons. Somewhere along the line, ‘aesthetics’ creeps back in under a different guise as a vital feature of transformation and creativity. By this stage, however, so many commonsense notions have been destabilized that – for some critics, at least – this is more a strength of the theory than a contradiction. At its close, the book is no longer just about ‘art’, but has morphed into a whole new theory of personhood, materiality, cognition and sociality. Many scholars find this prospect irresistibly exciting. Others have denounced it as verbose claptrap.

When we first discussed holding a symposium to mark the tenth anniversary of Art and Agency’s publication, these extreme responses were foremost in our mind. We were not motivated merely by a desire to celebrate the book or its author. Rather, we both felt the need to address a shared, nagging discomfort: that ten years after its emergence, during which time it had been read by students and academics across a range of disciplines and traditions, Art and Agency was beginning to lose the controversial edge that had brought it to prominence. Indeed, there was and remains a sense in which it had never really fulfilled its potential, in part because the conversation around the book had never gone far enough: people either loved it or hated it, but there was little discussion between the two poles.

In some ways, Gell’s theory has been the victim of its own success. As doctoral students in Cambridge in the 2000s, we found it hard to escape the sense of excitement that surrounded Art and Agency, and functioned almost as a protective aura. The book had a certain ‘technical virtuosity’ (Gell 1992: 52) about it; it seemed fiendishly difficult and captivatingly clever, and therein lay its allure. Yet as we began teaching undergraduate and graduate courses on artefacts, materiality, art and museums – all topics on which Gell had something to say – we also began to see this captivation as a stumbling block. Although our students had all picked up Art and Agency, few engaged with it beyond the first three chapters. Perhaps this was because the book’s reputation was beginning to precede it. Everyone knew, and repeated, the maxim that Gell’s theory was all about how objects could be person-like in exercising social agency. While a useful and perfectly valid summary of the book, it nonetheless revealed only a fraction of the complex story which anthropologists, archaeologists, art historians and others are still unravelling today. Our decision to hold the symposium was thus partly to redirect attention to the rest of that story – to work out how much more there was, and might be, to this iconic theory.

The other impetus came from the surprising fact that there had been frustratingly few attempts to draw scholars together to take stock of the myriad responses to Gell’s theory: up to the present, the corpus of literature on Art and Agency remains dispersed, distributed and inchoate. An anthropological conference held in Canberra the year it was published marked a first step in exploring its potential; its contributions were subsequently collected in Beyond Aesthetics (Pinney and Thomas 2001). Outside of Gell’s native anthropology, a panel at the 2000 Theoretical Archaeology Group meeting, which subsequently grew into a 2003 conference and later the volume Art’s Agency and Art History (2007), has eloquently plotted the implications of Gell’s theory for art historians.

As richly illustrated, theoretically innovative collections, these two volumes offer much to mull over. However, they both remain constrained by disciplinary boundaries and concerns, with each volume consisting largely of scholars within the same academic domains speaking to each other. By 2008, to our knowledge, there had never been a consciously interdisciplinary forum engaging with Gell’s work. Considering the evident eclecticism of Gell’s approach, as well as the cross-disciplinary reach of his book, this seemed to us a rather odd, and unfortunate, omission. One of our key aims in this respect was to translate the bold disregard for disciplinary borders so characteristic of Art and Agency into a real, live symposium; to give practitioners from different fields the chance to discuss a theory and subject of common interest. What, we wondered, could other disciplinary perspectives bring to a discussion of the impact and value of Gell’s anthropological theory over the previous ten years? Would such a discussion offer further directions in which his theory could be developed? And most importantly, how might all these developments and reflections broaden our understandings of art, objecthood, personhood and other (sometimes unexpected) topics?

The papers assembled in this volume are intended to offer some answers to these questions. Like the theory which motivated it, we see this book as ‘unfinished business’ (Gell 1998: 80): a springboard to further engagement with art, objecthood, cognition, personhood and sociality. In keeping with Gell’s characteristic, and controversial, magpie-like selectiveness, the contributions range across diverse ethnographic, archaeological, literary and art historical contexts: from disco in Papua New Guinea to the tomb of the First Emperor of China; from Renaissance texts to twentieth-century jazz. Like the objects in an artist’s oeuvre, this book may thus be seen as a ‘nodal point’ (ibid.: 225) of critique, exchange and innovation involving a group of leading scholars in the arts and social sciences. Before delving into their chapters, however, we would like to engage in a bit of context-filling – first, by summarizing the theory around which they all revolve, and second, by surveying the extensive field of responses to it, to which their voices have now been added.

Art and Agency: A Summary

The manner in which Art and Agency was produced has arguably become part of its mythology and efficacy. Gell wrote the bulk of the book in the last months of his life, and it was prepared for publication by some of his closest friends and colleagues. The final product has consequently seemed to many readers like an impermeable entity come down from the mountain: we can engage with the book itself, but not with the author in person. We cannot ask for clarification or enter into debate in a seminar,1 and he cannot revise or defend his arguments. We can, however, attempt to highlight some of its recurrent themes and ideas, many of which are taken up by the contributors to this volume.

As Chris Gosden observed at the 2008 symposium, it was evident from the day’s discussions that everyone had read a slightly different version of Art and Agency. This is our version of it, or rather, an amalgam of our individual versions – indices both of our own engagements with the book, and with people and objects in Cambridge and our field-sites. Nothing so clearly illustrates Gell’s emphasis on the agency of the viewer, or in this case the reader, in actively creating an artefact. Moreover, as Georgina Born suggests in this volume, this multiplicity extends to the author himself – more so because of the intrinsic connection between his biography and his book: ‘It seems that we all have our own Alfred Gell’.

The symposium participants were not the only ones to observe that Art and Agency is in many ways a book of two halves (Arnaut 2001: 192; Davis 2007: 202), the first consisting mainly of objects and agency, and the second, more neglected by subsequent scholars, a melange of cognition, psychology, creativity, temporality and personhood. At first glance, the earlier chapters seem removed from the cognitive twists and turns of the later ones, which cover everything from transformations in ‘style’ to ‘distributed personhood’. Yet, we suggest that amid the complex, sometimes infuriating, maze that is Art and Agency, there is a discernible logic – a consistent interest, rather than a watertight theory, in working out just how mind, matter and personhood relate to each other. The following summary attempts to trace some of this logic as it progresses.

Art and Agency opens as a gauntlet which Gell throws down to the anthropological and art historical establishment. Elaborating on the arguments in his 1992 essay, ‘The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology’, Gell criticizes prevailing approaches to the anthropology of art for ‘reify[ing] the “aesthetic response” independently of the social context of its manifestations’ (Gell 1998: 4). For him, a properly anthropological theory should revolve around ‘social relationships, and not anything else’ (ibid.: 5). Consequently, he argues, what analysts need to understand is not what art objects represent or symbolize, but what they do within their social worlds – that is, their ‘practical mediatory role . . . in the social process’ (ibid.: 6). An Asmat shield, for example, may be of aesthetic interest to a scholar or Western museum visitor, but to the opposing warrior for whom it was designed to be seen, it was surely ‘fear-inducing’ (ibid.). From this perspective, ‘the nature of the art object is a function of the social-relational matrix in which it is embedded’ (ibid.: 7): the shield is effective not because of its aesthetic beauty, but because of what it causes to happen. In this capacity, then, it is a ‘social agent’: a person or a thing ‘seen as initiating causal sequences of a particular type, that is, events caused by acts of mind or will or intention, rather than the mere concatenation of physical events’ (ibid.: 16).

This is where Gell begins to rattle the cage. This definition of agency applies equally to persons and things; indeed, he ventures, if art objects can be defined by their status as social agents, then ‘anything whatsoever could, conceivably, be an art object from the anthropological point of view, including living persons’ (Gell 1998: 7). Persons can be things and things can be persons, because the focus here is not on essences (what entities ‘are’) but on agency – what they ‘do in relation’ to each other. In one fell swoop, Gell thus overturns a foundational distinction on which most anthropologies and studies of art have been based. Suddenly, questions of authorship, creativity, control and indeed sociality are thrown wide open. Can material entities be more than mere canvasses on which humans exert their will? Wherein lies the power, the effect, of art? Where, for that matter, are relations crafted and reshaped?

In Chapters 2 and 3, Gell expounds on ideas of ‘agency, intention, causation, result, and transformation’ (ibid.: 6, italics in original) within an analytical framework which he calls ‘the art nexus’. In it, he outlines four key players. Chief among these is the ‘index’ – usually a made artefact such as an art object – which enables its observer, or ‘recipient’, to ‘make a causal inference’ (ibid.: 13, italics in original) regarding the capabilities or intentions of its originator, usually the ‘artist’. Taking his cue from the semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce, Gell calls this ‘particular cognitive operation’ ‘the abduction of agency’ (ibid.: 13). The picture is complicated with the addition of the ‘prototype’, that is, ‘the entity which the index represents visually (as an icon, depiction, etc.) or non-visually’ (ibid.: 26). These four entities are all relational slots within the art nexus that can potentially be filled by anything or anyone. Each acts as an agent or a patient (that is, the recipient of a person or thing’s agency) vis-à-vis the others, sometimes doing so simultaneously or at different points in time (ibid.: 30).


[image: images]

0.1 Alfred Gell, n.d. Worshippers before an Idol. Courtesy of Simeran Gell.



There are numerous configurations in which the index, artist, recipient and prototype might occur, but one of Gell’s own examples will suffice. Early in the book, he refers to Francisco de Goya’s famous portrait of the Duke of Wellington (1812–1814), shown clad in full military attire, adorned with military crosses and medals. Analysed within the art nexus, the painting may be viewed by its ‘recipients’ as an ‘index’ of the Duke of Wellington’s greatness as produced by the artist, Goya. Yet Goya was not the sole agent in this relationship. If he had depicted the Duke as ‘a little girl with golden curls . . . he would have been regarded as insane and the Duke would have been understandably displeased’ (ibid.: 35). Instead, ‘he had to produce a portrait depicting the features actually possessed by the Duke and regarded as characteristic of his persona, his Roman nose, serious demeanour, military attire, etc.’ (ibid.: 35). In this sense, the artist’s strokes were ‘dictated’ not only by the agency of his patron, the Duke, but also by a ‘prototype’ – an ideal image on which expectations are based – of a great military hero.


[image: images]

0.2 Alfred Gell, n.d. Preliminary sketch of the ‘art nexus’. Courtesy of Simeran Gell.



While this case is unambiguously art-like, Gell uses numerous examples to demonstrate how his theory can potentially be applied to any material thing – cars, landmines, religious idols – embedded in a network of social relations. In this respect, his anthropology of art is ‘just anthropology itself, except that it deals with those situations in which there is an “index of agency” which is normally some kind of artefact’ (Gell 1998: 66). Woven into this anthropological definition of agency, however, are also the ‘ “folk” notions of agency’ (ibid.: 17) invoked and deployed by the people with whom anthropologists work. As socio-cultural interpretations of agentive interactions, such models overlap but are not always congruent with those of anthropologists. In this respect, Gell’s interest is also in how people attribute agency to things: a process which itself shapes their capacity to be social agents. An elaborately carved and painted Trobriand canoe prow board, for example, may be defined by the anthropologist as a social agent because of its mediatory role in trade – and more specifically, because it causes Trobrianders’ trading partners to ‘disgorg[e] their best valuables without demur’ upon viewing it (ibid.: 71). Yet its ability to do so rests on the socio-cultural context in which such exchanges occur, for its viewers are likely to see in its ‘virtuosity’ evidence of its users’ ‘superior magic’, to which they must submit (ibid.: 71; see also Gell 1992). Here, Trobriand magic is the ‘folk’ model of agency on which Gell’s anthropological analysis is built.

The first chapters of Art and Agency thus feature a constant interplay between two distinct levels and types of ‘agency’ – one anthropological, one ‘folk’ – with Gell showing how the former should revolve around, and indeed derive from, the latter. So far, so familiar. In the second part of the book, however, Gell begins to pay more attention to a third kind of agency: one which, unlike the previous two, is fundamentally ontological rather than epistemological. Once again, the linchpin of this project is the index. Most scholars have picked up on the notion that the Gellian index functions chiefly as a sign that points to something else. In this vein, Art and Agency has been described by Daniel Miller as a theory of ‘inferred intentionality’, whereby the author looks ‘through objects to the embedded human agency we infer that they contain’ (Miller 2005: 13). This much is true. But what has often been glossed over, or perhaps overlooked, is another vital aspect of the index: the fact that, in a properly Peircian sense, it bears a direct causal relationship to its origin. It is, as Gell puts it, ‘the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency’ (1998: 15; italics in original).

Put differently, Gell’s index is not a mere representation of its object – say, a god or a set of social relations – but is fundamentally (part of) the thing itself, just as ‘[a]n ambassador is a spatio-temporally detached fragment of his nation’ (Gell 1998: 98). A West African nkisi figure, studded with nails, is thus described as ‘the visible knot which ties together an invisible skein of relations, fanning out in social space and social time’ (ibid.: 62), and the made artefact more generally as ‘a congealed residue of performance and agency in object-form’ (ibid.: 68). This is a vital point in Gell’s theory, which provides a link between the different sections of the book. More than looking backwards through an index to its originator, we can also use it to move forward, to create, improvise and expand. The index is not some dead-end, but a generative agent in itself which can spawn new and modified forms as a locus of social creativity. As agents, persons and things are thus inescapably temporal, ‘occupy[ing] a certain biographical space, over which culture is picked up, transformed, and passed on, through a series of life-stages’ (ibid.: 11).

Gell expands on this theme from Chapter 6 (Gell 1998; see also Gell, this volume), where he begins to examine the mechanisms through which transmission, change and creativity take place. Here, he shifts his focus from an ‘externalist’ theory of agency – one that deals with intersubjective relations (ibid.: 127) – towards an ‘internalist’ theory of perception, cognition and psychology. For him, neither approach alone is sufficient for an anthropology of art; the key is rather in recognizing that ‘cognition and sociality are one’ (ibid.: 75) and must hence be explored simultaneously. His initial examples centre on decorative art, and it is here that he obliquely slides aesthetics back into the frame in the form of ‘decoration’. His aim, however, is not to reify aesthetics as an asocial topic, but to study it in relation to the ‘psychological functionality of artefacts, which cannot be disassociated from the other types of functionality they possess, notably their practical, or social functions’ (ibid.: 74).

Central to this undertaking is a detailed examination of how decorative patterns act visually and cognitively on humans, often with social implications. Drawing on psychological research and a range of case studies including Tamil threshold designs, Cretan mazes and Marquesan tattoos, Gell places the index – on or in which such patterns might be found – at the crux of his exploration. An index may be a social slot (Gell 1998: 7), but we must also attend to each individual index’s visual and corporeal features, which are the source of its efficacy. How, he asks, do complex patterns act on the human eye? What is the link between visual perception and cognition? How might a person, or indeed a demon, become trapped – mentally, socially and physically – by a pattern?

It is here, we suggest, that a third mode of agency is most fully explored as the actual ‘thing-ly’ (Gell 1998: 20) capacity of artefacts qua artefacts to make things happen. The most sustained examination of this idea takes place in Chapter 8, which some critics have viewed as an anomaly due to its concerted, almost overly technical, focus on style (e.g. Arnaut 2001: 192, n.1). In these pages, we are taken through seemingly endless explorations of ‘relations between relations’ (1998: 215), as Gell shows how one Marquesan motif can transform into another and yet another through a series of modifications. Yet, this discussion makes more sense if viewed in the context of the author’s developing meta-interest in the relationship between visuality, cognition and social action. For Gell, the study of art and material forms in general is inevitably the study of the ‘enchainment’ (ibid.: 141) between mind, body, sociality and world. Crucially, agency is distributed across this chain: it is not the preserve of humans’ actions and relations, because they too are acted on by patterns and other art-like features of the index. Innovation and creation, as Chapter 8 shows, are constantly taking place ‘in and through’ the visual and the material, not just in human minds.

This brings us back to the relationship between persons and things. As we later explain, Gell has sometimes been taken to task for refusing to transcend the distinction between them, and for apparently subordinating the ‘secondary agency’ of things to the ‘primary agency’ of persons (Gell 1998: 20–21). Yet, by the end of the book, it has become impossible to take even commonsense Western conceptions of ‘persons’ and ‘things’ for granted. While retaining the words, Gell is busy reconfiguring the concepts by asking crucial ontological questions about the nature, location and temporality of agency. This is illustrated, for example, in his depiction of the creative agency of the artist.2 The oeuvre of a painter, he points out, is innately temporal: each finished work usually builds on a series of preparatory studies, and in turn becomes a study for later works. Works of art taken together thus ‘form a macro-object, or temporal object, which evolves over time’ (ibid.: 233).

The evolution of thought, that creative transformative process which creates the macro-object, does not merely take place in the artist’s consciousness. Rather, Gell argues, ‘ “thinking” takes place outside us as well as inside us’ (ibid.: 236). The artist’s creativity lies at the conjunction of mind and canvas – or rather, they act as one within a single temporal process. Like the poet who ‘writes down his lines, and then scratches them out’, the artist’s ability to create and innovate relies ‘on the existence of physical traces of his previous (mental) activity’ (ibid.: 236). While, terminologically, Gell continues to privilege ‘cognition’ and ‘personhood’ as the key foci of his approach, conceptually he actually reaches a point not dissimilar to that of Tim Ingold (2000) or Bruno Latour (1993, 2005), both of whom highlight the ontological symmetry (Latour 1993) of humans and non-humans in the production of sociality (and indeed life in general).3 The artefacts created by Gell’s artist are irreducibly person-things – nodes in a form of cognition that, far from being purely mental or internal, is ‘diffused in space and time, and . . . carried on through the medium of physical indexes and transactions involving them’ (ibid.: 232).

Gell articulates this proposition through a theory of ‘distributed personhood’, in which he proposes to treat persons ‘not as bounded biological organisms, but . . . all the objects and/or events in the milieu from which agency or personhood can be abducted’ (Gell 1998: 222). In this way,

[a] person and a person’s mind are not confined to particular spatio-temporal coordinates, but consist of a spread of biographical events and memories of events, and a dispersed category of material objects, traces, and leavings, which can be attributed to a person and which, in aggregate, testify to agency and patienthood during a biographical career which may, indeed, prolong itself long after biological death. (ibid.: 222)

By this stage, Art and Agency has become a theory of creativity and (re)generation. While the book thus closes on the same note on which it opened – social relations – it does not revert to a stultified notion of ‘the social’ that is distinct from ‘the material’. Instead, the very idea of the social has now been enlarged and reshaped, such that it is simultaneously cognitive, material and temporal. Gell has outlined not only a new approach to the anthropology of art, but to anthropology itself.

Responses to Art and Agency: A State-of-the-Field Survey

The themes and ideas outlined above will be played out, debated and expanded throughout this book. Before examining the individual chapters, however, it is worth pausing to survey the sizeable field of responses to Art and Agency. Doing so situates the present volume within its broader scholarly context, while also lending shape to its arguments, many of which have been forged in dialogue with or as departures from the existing literature.

On the whole, there have been three overlapping modes of engagement with Art and Agency. First are the robust critiques, or at least critical analyses (e.g. Bowden 2004; Layton 2003; Morphy 2009), of theoretical and ethnographic facets of Gell’s theory. Then there are several tentative but expansive efforts to adapt its analytical framework and methodology to whole academic disciplines or fields of study, such as art history (e.g. Osborne and Tanner 2007; Pinney and Thomas 2001; Rampley 2005). Finally, forming the largest category, are numerous applications of (aspects of) the theory to a staggering range of historical and cultural settings. These include case studies of cross-cultural art transactions (Graburn and Glass 2004; Harrison 2006; Lipset 2005), photography (Chua 2009; Hoskins 2006), music (Born 2005), art-science collaborations (Leach 2007), Malay martial arts (Farrer 2008), Renaissance European altarpieces (O’Malley 2005), Vietnamese sacred images (Kendall, Vuũ and Nguyên 2008, 2010) and Anglo-Saxon cremation rites (Williams 2004).

Cumulatively, these works constitute important forays that test the applicability and analytical usefulness of Gell’s theory across historical, geographical and disciplinary boundaries. Their concerns have largely clustered around three main themes, which in turn feed into broader scholarly debates: the question of art, the notion of material agency and the very nature of anthropology.

‘But is it art?’ The Art in Art and Agency

A common contention among both critics and admirers is that Gell’s book, ‘despite its title, is not primarily about art at all’ (Bowden 2004: 323). Despite opening with the question of art – or more specifically, the question of what an anthropology of art should entail – it nevertheless consistently ‘brackets out the question of art might be’ (Rampley 2005: 542). For Gell, this is a deliberate analytical move (1998: 7): one that enables him to discuss an eclectic jumble of examples, from Hindu idols to Melanesian kula valuables, without fear of contradiction or inconsistency. Indeed, it is only through such examples that one can discern what Gell sees as the important characteristics of art, such as technical virtuosity, visual and cognitive ‘stickiness’ and temporality.

This lingering ambiguity over the conceptual place of art has infuriated and inspired readers in equal measure. Ross Bowden, for example, complains that ultimately, ‘it is completely irrelevant whether the indexes he is discussing come under the heading of “art” or not’ (2004: 324), while Robert Layton insists that ‘what Gell has identified as the distinctive features of art cannot be understood except by recognizing the status of art as a culturally constructed medium of visual expression’ (2003: 461). Several scholars have taken Gell to task for dismissing aesthetics as a viable consideration in the anthropology of art, yet later building his argument around ‘what most people might refer to as the aesthetic and semantic dimensions of objects’ (Morphy 2009: 8; see also Layton 2003: 447; Bowden 2004: 320–22).4 For these and other critics, ‘art’ clearly does exist out there, often as a highly problematic category (Graburn and Glass 2004: 113), and Gell’s seemingly cavalier dismissal of what is widely taken to be its most crucial aspect must surely detract from the viability of his argument.

Had Gell lived to revise his theory, we wonder if he might have qualified his argument about art and aesthetics more thoroughly. As Matthew Rampley points out, Gell was not rejecting aesthetics per se, but aesthetics as a reified category which had been ‘artificially separate[d] . . . from the larger transactional nexus to which it belongs’ (2005: 542). Similarly, Jeremy Tanner and Robin Osborne note that ‘Gell’s strictures concerning aestheticism . . . have a very specific anthropological target, namely the contemporary program in anthropological aesthetics developed by Howard Morphy, Jeremy Coote, and Anthony Shelton’ (2007: 6; see also Thomas 2001: 4). Indeed, as Eric Hirsch shows in this volume, the study of meaning and aesthetics in an artefact or event’s ‘temporal presence’ is not necessarily incompatible with the approach laid out in Art and Agency. Instead of undermining his theory, then, Gell’s refusal to conform to the ‘aesthetics’ template arguably enriches it, by clearing the way for comparisons of things and events which, while not commonsensically art-like, nevertheless share important characteristics.

The indeterminacy and hence analytical elasticity of ‘art’ (Gell 1998: 7) is central to this project. As Janet Hoskins argues, Gell’s theory ‘about the creation of art objects . . . could in fact be a theory about the creation of all forms of material culture’ (2006: 75). In this reading, the contested notion of art may be Gell’s springboard into the debate, but it is not the end-point of his theoretical explorations. Perhaps the art nexus is better thought of as what Rampley calls ‘a meta-concept: [in which] some “art” transactions will be coded as aesthetic, some as magical and others as religious, and so forth’ (2005: 542). Put differently, the advantage of Gell’s framework is that it can potentially apply to anything involving the artefactual or performative mediation of social agency – a notion substantiated by the contributions to the present volume. In sum, while some scholars have criticized Gell for his definition – or lack thereof – of ‘art’, others have opted to run with it, using it as a theoretical and methodological tool through which to explore wider questions of agency, efficacy, cognition and creativity.

A ‘Theory of Natural Anthropomorphism’? Persons, Things and Material Agency

If Gell’s theory is not about ‘art qua art’ (Graburn and Glass 2004: 113), it has certainly been widely depicted as a theory about objecthood and materiality. Art and Agency was published at a time of revived social scientific interest in material things (e.g. Barringer and Flynn 1998; Brown 2001; Gosden and Knowles 2001; Haraway 1991; Hoskins 1998; Ingold 2000; Latour 1993; Myers 2001; Spyer 1998; Thomas 1991) – when scholars began shifting away from the ‘panegyric of textuality and discursivity, to catch our theoretical sensitivities on the hard edges of the social world again’ (Pels, Hetherington and Vandenberghe 2002: 1). Whether or not Gell saw himself as part of this wave, it is undeniable that his book became a prominent, almost metonymic, part of it.

Gell’s treatment of materiality, however, has been more controversial than would initially appear. Over the years, he has been criticized for doing both too much and too little with objects. Howard Morphy, for example, has recently charged Gell with ‘deflect[ing] attention away from human agency and attributing agency to the objects themselves’ (2009: 5). He argues that Gell’s ‘agentive object . . . is a case of analogy gone too far’, for what an object can actually do (not that much) is not the same as what some people ‘think’ an object can do (quite a lot; ibid.: 6). For him, people’s relations to objects are inevitably contingent on ‘their cultural background, their religious beliefs, their social status or gender and so on’, such that ‘[m]eaning pre-exists action and indeed is one of the things that makes agency possible’ (ibid.: 14). Yet in ‘focusing at the level of social action with objects as agents’, Gell obscures all these factors, and hence ‘the role of human agency in artistic production’ and reception (ibid.: 6).

Interestingly, the opposite position has been taken by a number of recent works on materiality, which accuse Gell of falling back on a fundamentally social, person-based notion of agency. Daniel Miller, for example, depicts Art and Agency as ‘a theory of natural anthropomorphism, where our primary reference point is to people and their intentionality behind the world of artifacts’ (2005: 13), while the editors of Thinking Through Things argue that Gell’s depiction of objects as ‘secondary agents’ ‘stops short of revising our commonsense notions of “person” or “thing” ’ (Henare, Holbraad and Wastell 2007: 17; see also Leach 2007: 174). For these commentators, Gell’s failing is not that he occludes human agency, but that he does not go far enough in challenging its traditional primacy in social anthropology. Despite briefly exploring the ‘thing-ly causal properties’ of objects – to which he alludes in his example of Pol Pot’s soldiers and their landmines (Gell 1998: 20–21) – he ultimately fails to acknowledge the intrinsic agentive properties of artefacts.

Such contradictory readings of Art and Agency are as much responses to wider debates within artefact-oriented fields as they are to the theory itself. Until relatively recently, objects and materiality were of merely intermittent interest in many of the humanities and social sciences (e.g. Appadurai 1986; Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Mauss 2000; Miller 1987; Strathern 1988). It was only from the 1990s that scholars began looking at things in themselves, rather than as symbols, language-like units or bearers of social meanings and values, ‘enliven[ed]’ only by ‘human transactions and calculation’ (Appadurai 1986: 5). Focusing on the different ways in which ‘the social is ordered, held, and “fixed” by the material’, academics began talking about ‘entangled networks of sociality/materiality’ (Pels, Hetherington and Vandenberghe 2002: 2), and not simply the relations between them.

This ‘material turn’ has engendered numerous intriguing, often divergent, theoretical and methodological approaches to the study of materiality. While some scholars treat the study of things as an ontological project, a means of exploring the mutual, symmetrical constitution of humans and non-humans (e.g. Ingold 2000; Knappett 2002, 2005; Latour 1993), others focus on people’s socially, culturally and religiously mediated experiences of them (e.g. Engelke 2007; Hoskins 1998; Keane 1997; Miller 2005; Morgan 2010; Spyer 1998). Still others use objects as methodological ‘hooks’ on which to explore anything from science to identity to emotional attachment (e.g. Brown 2001; Miller 2008; Daston 2000; Turkle 2007).

Gell’s theory could potentially both substantiate and challenge each of these approaches, depending on how it is construed and deployed. While his distinction between ‘primary’ (intentional human) and ‘secondary’ (artefactual) agents appears to downplay the agency of objects, for example, his later chapters on creativity and distributed personhood (e.g. Gell 1998: 232–42) arguably demonstrate how the socio-cultural forms of things are shaped by their intrinsic properties. Rather than view these as contradictions, we suggest that they are better understood in terms of the three different layers of agency identified in this chapter: as overlapping but nonetheless distinct variants on the theme of causality, relationality and effect. In this capacity, Art and Agency does not only echo recent – and still contentious – debates about the relation between persons and things, but has played a significant part in precipitating and complicating them.

The State of the Art of Anthropology

Gell’s immediate contribution to the field of artefact-oriented studies was to provide a theory which, in its simplified form, compellingly articulated what was becoming a widespread argument – that objects had ‘agency’. Consequently, its reputation has fostered the assumption among many ‘mainstream’ social anthropologists that it has very little to do with the world beyond art, objecthood and materiality. However, Art and Agency also provokes serious questions about the very nature and scope of social anthropology – many of them equally germane to art history, archaeology and other disciplines. Key among these is a familiar dilemma: what is the relationship between the general and the particular? Are universalizing theories actually helpful in the study of particular case studies? How can singular phenomena be made to do comparative work? Are different socio-cultural units ultimately incommensurate?

In some ways, Gell strikes us as a fundamentally old-fashioned anthropologist, not so much because he saw social anthropology as being about the social, but because he was asking some seriously ‘big’ questions about human nature and society through comparison, extrapolation and analogy – questions which many contemporary anthropologists studiously eschew.5 Never satisfied to simply linger on the minutiae of particular art objects or case studies, he constantly drew them into a comparative, potentially universal, analytical framework: the ‘art nexus’. Accordingly, he drew inspiration not only from social anthropology, but also psychology, biology, linguistics, philosophy and art history. In order to understand the social, he seemed to be saying, anthropologists had to understand the whole ‘panoply’ (Gell 1998: 126) of mind, body, matter, space and time that constitute it. The persons that populate Art and Agency are thus not social beings in a narrow sense, as some critics charge, but what Carl Knappett, following Mauss (1936), calls ‘l’homme total’: irreducible combinations of ‘biological organism, psychological agent, and social person’ (Knappett 2005: 15).

In this respect, there was something of a nineteenth-century ethnologist about Gell. In scope and method, at least, he was more like James Frazer or E.B. Tylor than, as Layton (2003: 448) and Morphy (2009: 22) imply, like Radcliffe-Brown.6 In common with the first two, he had a resolutely comparative streak, pulling disparate theoretical and thematic fragments into his book; eclecticism itself was his method (see also Thomas, this volume). Unsurprisingly, this approach, redolent as it is of an earlier anthropological era, has ruffled a few feathers. Even before postmodernism thrust the discipline into a ‘vortex of epistemological anxieties’ (Metcalf 2002: 11), anthropologists were already shying away from large-scale theorizing, from devising unifying theories to account for multitudinous phenomena. While comparison remains acceptable, universalist pronouncements are now panned as reductive, ethnocentric, dehumanizing, overly vague and overly specific: in short, hopelessly flawed. In trying to formulate a single anthropological theory with precisely that sort of universal reach, as applicable to ritual sculptures as it was to modern art, Gell was straying into extremely awkward territory.

This has, of course, had repercussions. Gell’s selective incorporation of insights from non-anthropological disciplines has sometimes been depicted as flippant cherry-picking. Bowden, for example, has reproached him for relying on ‘an anthropologically uninformed essay by the philosopher Wollheim’ (2004: 315; italics added) in his discussion on style, implying that this in itself detracts from his argument. Correspondingly, Gell’s willingness to put Hindu idols, Marquesan tattoos and Marcel Duchamp’s artworks next to each other as homologues (Gell 1992) has understandably been construed as showing an audacious disregard for that holy grail of anthropology and its cognate disciplines – context (Strathern 1995: 160). Both Layton and Morphy, for instance, point out that his strategy of ‘imagining oneself in the position of a member of another culture’ (Layton 2003: 457) and hence claiming to know what they think when considering an art object, ‘brackets off – almost provides shutters to . . . the context of viewing’ (Morphy 2009: 7). The implication, for contemporary readers at least, is clear: that an anthropology of art, and indeed any sort of anthropology, must be premised on ‘how the objects [or other phenomena] are understood in the way they are and how that relates to the ways in which they are used in context and in turn how that contributes to ongoing socio-cultural processes’ (Morphy 2009: 9). In other words, any anthropology that has the temerity to posit a mental unity to all of humanity, irrespective of context, is highly suspicious.

Such responses arguably reflect a widespread, deeply ingrained instinct to protect the particular – those thematic and theoretical ‘small places’ (Eriksen 1995) that are academic specialists’ own backyards – against the dangers inherent in generalization. While legitimate, these criticisms highlight the tensions between different modes of scholarship in the humanities and social sciences today. The questions they raise are fundamentally methodological: is there a place today for ‘grand’ theories, or at least theories that can transcend the particularities of context? Are ‘big’ thought experiments of equal scholarly merit to thickly described case studies and analyses? Is there a danger, conversely, of descending into a paralysing ‘hyper-particularism’ (Keane 2008: S115) that eschews any sort of comparison?

On these points, it is equally instructive to look at those responses to Art and Agency which seek to extend its analytical and conceptual possibilities to larger disciplinary (sub)fields. While Gell’s indifference to contextual histories, politics, transformations, contradictions and ‘messes of real life’ (Chua 2009: 48), and his tendency to operate ‘ethnographically within closed contexts’ (Arnaut 2001: 206) has been widely commented upon (e.g. Graburn and Glass 2004: 113; Lipset 2005: 111; Morphy 2009: 17; Thomas 2001: 9), a number of writers have actually seen this as a strength of his theory. Rampley, for example, points out that it is precisely Art and Agency’s focus on ‘micro-social interactions’ that enables it to ‘illuminate various issues in art practice and theory in Western societies’ (2005: 543) which might otherwise be obscured by a focus on art as a social institution. Similarly, Tanner and Osborne reflect that Gell’s ‘formulae and diagrams offer what is potentially an extremely valuable tool for historical and comparative analysis’ in ‘allow[ing] one to focus on fundamental underlying relational structures’ (2007: 21) – even if, they hazard, he eventually found that formal diagrammatic analysis could not capture the shifting, unfolding nature of agency (ibid.: 22). In a different vein, Hoskins argues that Gell’s work is a useful means of studying ‘cross-cultural visuality’ – the ‘efficacy of an object’s appearance’ in potentially any context (2006: 76). Nicholas Thomas pushes this further by suggesting that even if Art and Agency is ‘largely unconcerned with the political manipulation of art in a more concrete sense’ (2001: 9), it is also plausible that ‘[t]he political may be enriched by an anthropology “beyond aesthetics” ’ (2001: 11).

For these writers, Art and Agency stands less as a behemoth to be taken down a peg than as a catalyst to further exploration, innovation and, most intriguingly, cross-disciplinary engagement. It is this invitation which we, and the contributors to this interdisciplinary volume, have endeavoured to take up.

Protentions and Retentions

This volume is intended to be both forward-looking and retrospective. Throughout the chapters, contributors offer personal reflections on their own reception of the book, of the agency they abducted from it, and its effect on their own work and thinking. Reference is frequently made too to the interaction of the multiple elements of Gell’s oeuvre: to the distributed object that is Art and Agency, to his own publications and drawings, to artworks upon which he drew, and to the responses of his readers in the years since his death. Such temporal and spatial connections were taken up by Gell himself in a paper – written in the 1980s and published here for the first time – that prefigures his later arguments. Consequently, while familiar questions of ‘art’, material agency and the comparative method crop up frequently in the following chapters, they are joined by new reflections on relatively under-explored themes in Art and Agency, such as style, creativity, temporality and cognition.

Susanne Küchler’s opening contribution offers a series of insights not only on Art and Agency’s impact over the last decade, but also on its status as ‘pivotal to an anthropology that is bracing itself for the twenty-first century’. Like the other contributors, she follows Gell’s lead in crossing boundaries – most obviously and dramatically that between the social world and cognitive and material realms, a gradual engagement which has been prompted by exposure to developments in mathematics, computing technology and neuroscience. Taking as her examples artefacts such as the skeuomorph and the New Ireland malanggan, which themselves play across material and cognitive boundaries, she identifies in Art and Agency a hidden logic of ‘material translation’, of affinity and transmission, which brings together body, mind and world. While reviving the ‘big questions and big answers’ characteristic of an earlier tradition of classical ethnology, Gell’s theory also ‘signals the onset of an intellectual epoch’ characterized by a ‘renewed sensitivity’ towards the nature of the interaction between ‘thought and thing’.

The idea of drawing on the past to move forward is also proposed by Chris Gosden. Gosden suggests that a renewed emphasis on ‘material things and the realisation that things can help shape people’ can help to rehabilitate the historically dominant but theoretically impoverished typological approach within archaeology, and lend ‘this huge descriptive enterprise new point and purpose’. His application of Gell’s theory to the metalwork of Bronze Age Britain explores the relationship between technological and social change in a disciplinary context where a material-centred methodology is essential. In his chapter, Gosden embellishes and advances Gell’s theories of the interaction between the human mind and non-human artefacts, reconciling his emphasis on technologies of enchantment or wonder with Richard Seaford’s study of the emergence of money in classical Greek society. Both approaches, he argues, suggest that ‘artefacts en masse are part of our joint intelligence, helping make sense of the world and the people in it in particular ways’.

For Jeremy Tanner, artefacts do not simply help humans to make sense of the world, but also enable them to act on it – both in this life and the next. His chapter focuses on two monumental royal tombs from the ancient past: the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus and the sprawling underground palace of the First Emperor of China. He suggests that Gell’s art nexus offers a useful means of transcending the dichotomous approaches to comparison hitherto prevalent in the field of comparative art: attempts to define cross-cultural aesthetics on the one hand, and an over-objective, socio-archaeological tracing of transformations in style and monumentality on the other. Tanner’s solution is to draw a comparison through the study of ‘art’s specific agency’ as it is manifested through the ‘specific material properties of images and their affordances’. By tracing the different forms and directions of agency exerted by the naturalistic, cut-marble sculptures adorning the outside of the Mausoleum and the rows of terracotta warriors filling the interior of Qin Shihuangdi’s tomb, he also reveals how each ruler hoped to project his agentive personhood into the future, beyond his biological death. In this sense, the tombs were inherently temporal artefacts, reaching simultaneously backwards and forwards in both biographical and real time.

Temporality and change are dealt with more explicitly in Gell’s own study of the oeuvre of Marcel Duchamp, and in the contributions by Simon Dell and Georgina Born. Written by Gell in 1985, ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’ approaches Duchamp through contemporaneous philosophical works by William James, Henri Bergson and Edmund Husserl, in an effort to tackle the representation of duration and the problem of continuity in the visual arts. Commenting on the piece from an art historical perspective, Dell notes that Gell’s engagement with Duchamp can be seen as generative both of a particular version of Duchamp and his oeuvre, but also of a particular version of Gell – or more specifically, of Gell’s articulation of the ‘extended mind’ in Art and Agency over ten years later.

The relationship between Gell’s two studies is also examined by Born, who sets out to resolve four conceptual problems with Art and Agency’s theoretical formulation: those relating to scale, time, social mediation and ontology. Curiously, she argues, solutions to some of them appear to be offered in ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’. Taking her cue from this earlier piece as well as her own explorations of Bergson and Husserl, Born investigates the significance of ‘multiple temporalities’ in the ‘analysis of cultural production’. Framing her project is a forceful critique of the limitations of Gell’s approach – in particular his ‘Durkheimian leanings’, his ‘resilient, if ambivalent humanism’ that stops short of engaging with the ‘thing-ly’ properties of objects and the socio-cultural ontologies in which they are produced. Looking at the ‘relay of social and material mediation’ in three distinctive musical ontologies from the nineteenth century to the present, her chapter ‘expand[s] considerably on the account of art’s social mediation proffered by Gell’.

Translating Gell’s approach into a new arena is similarly productive for Warren Boutcher, who contributes a richly evocative analysis of the agency of the book, writing and literature. Taking us into a realm where materiality and the visual have often appeared to play different roles, Boutcher sidesteps Gell’s apparent refusal to discuss literary theory, and explores literature as a technology that magically extends the operations of human faculties such as memory, and books and other literary artefacts as indexes of social relations. His argument that ‘the magic of letters, handwriting and the manuscript or printed codex’ which characterize medieval attitudes to the book have their echo in recent and even contemporary readers’ engagement with the printed word, suggests how the interaction between artwork and recipient must be considered across great distances, both spatially and temporally.

Eric Hirsch extends the thread of comparison that has run throughout this volume by pulling together anthropological studies of Australian Aboriginal ritual painting and contemporary ritual performances in Papua New Guinea, and art historical studies of Western painting in an investigation of how ‘artworks’ of different kinds can be understood as having their own ‘temporal presence’ in addition to existing, as Gell argues, in time. Drawing on Gell’s exploration of the extended mind and on Roy Wagner’s notion of ‘epoch’ – that time which stands for itself, or is always ‘now’ – Hirsch argues that artworks are fundamentally performances that exist within, but also generate, their own time. His emphasis on time’s presence reaffirms the importance of aesthetics and meaning in a manner which complements Gell’s stress on art as a performance and field of action.

Just as Art and Agency cuts controversially back and forth across space and time, each contributor to this volume reaches across disciplinary, cultural, methodological and temporal boundaries. The 2008 Cambridge symposium concluded with a reception in the gallery of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (MAA) – a space in which artefacts from across the world are assembled together. Thinking and talking about Gell and his eclectic approach made a particular kind of sense amidst a collection which, for over a century, had been fuelled by the relentless acquisition, juxtaposition and comparison of artefacts from around the world and throughout human history by generations of archaeologists and anthropologists.

This is a point which is picked up by Nicholas Thomas in his epilogue to this volume. In it, he reflects on how museum collections constitute exceptionally fertile fields of research into the interactions between human and non-human agents. The galleries, but also the behind-the-scenes workrooms and stores in which artefacts come into contact with people and with each other can productively be seen as manifestations of the ‘nexus’ of social relations around an ‘art-object’ – even as distributed objects in the same way as the artist’s oeuvre or the Maori meeting house. Sometimes such synergies are more evident than others, but galleries such as those of the MAA or the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford exemplify the productivity of juxtapositions that can be surprising, even controversial (Herle et al. 2009). Is it time then, asks Thomas in conclusion, for those who work with and write about objects to ‘make the facts of their acting, the diversity of their characters, and the magic of their theatre visible – and questionable’?

*  *  *

If some of this introduction, and the book as a whole, reads like a celebration of a heroic figure in the recent history of anthropology, this is by no means our intention. Our aim has simply been to tackle head-on one of the most intriguing and controversial contributions to anthropology and its cognate disciplines in recent years, with the goal of fostering new debate, insights and innovations germane not only to the anthropology of art, but to the study of human life and sociality in general. Like one of Gell’s art objects, this volume is thus both a protention and a retention: a navigation through aspects of one person’s distributed oeuvre which extends it beyond its physical and temporal boundaries, to what we hope will be good, or at least thought-provoking, effect.

Notes

1. The arena which Gell highlighted as so fundamental to academic theory and practice (1999: 1–9), despite the apparent exclusion of the performative from his framework in Art and Agency, in favour of the visual (1998: 1).

2. Gell’s example is Marcel Duchamp, whose oeuvre he had begun to explore in a 1985 article, published for the first time in this volume. The influence of Duchamp’s work on Gell’s thinking, in return, is charted by Simon Dell in his commentary.

3. See Küchler, this volume, for an insightful comparison of Gell and Latour.

4. As Webb Keane (personal communication) has pointed out, however, what Gell really dismisses is hermeneutics as an analytical approach.

5. For other exercises in the rehabilitation of the comparative method, see: Strathern 1992; Bloch 2005; Herle, Elliott and Empson 2009. Also see Küchler, this volume.

6. Indeed, Frances Larson (2007) has recently written an illuminating article juxtaposing Gell’s comparative method against that of Henry Balfour, first curator of Oxford’s Pitt Rivers Museum (1890–1939).
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CHAPTER 1



THREADS OF THOUGHT

Reflections on Art and Agency

Susanne Küchler

There can be no doubt that Art and Agency has paved a new direction for anthropological theory by challenging the assumed primacy of the social over the material and cultural. The book presents us with the framework for a theory of the work things do as exponents of thought and as catalysts for imagination and intuition. Rather than merely mirroring how to ‘be in relation’, Alfred Gell shows how things make thinking about thinking possible and shape the way we see connections in the world spontaneously and effortlessly.

In a move that reminds us of Alfred Gell’s work as ethnographer of Melanesia, where all things, even persons, are ‘made’, not ‘born’, it is the manufactured artefact that is foregrounded in Art and Agency. All made things partake of intentional and systematizing thought, and potentially serve as vehicles of knowledge, as threads of thought that bind things and people via things to one another. Associative thought and matters of attachment are welded together here in ways that allow the once peripheral subject of art to emerge as the crux of an anthropological theory that remains concerned with the nature of biographical relations.

Yet beyond its overt concern with thought and thing, there is a perhaps even more fundamental idea to be found in the book that makes Art and Agency pivotal to an anthropology that is bracing itself for the twenty-first century. Returning to an earlier tradition of classical ethnology in which big questions and big answers were preferred over regional ethnographies, Art and Agency prompts us to consider the long-disbanded concept of mankind and the nature of diversity without requiring us to create or invoke a hierarchical order (Meyer 2003). As we are led to discover the nature of relations in the inter-artefactual domain and the intuitive logic guiding our recognition of the relational nature of actions in the world, we realize that anthropology may again have something to contribute to big questions that range from consciousness to the diversity of civilization.

Art and Agency, in fact, signals the onset of an intellectual epoch, one which mirrors in its undoing the upheaval which shook European epistemological and scientific tradition in the late eighteenth century (Lepenies 1978). Then, abstract modelling of empirical data gained through observation and the description of the world in the concrete based on experience became separated in the different institutions of science and the arts. At around the same time, chemistry and poetry, both adept at capturing the connectivity of mind and world at the pre-hermeneutic stage, moved to the fringes of science and the humanities. In the future presaged by Art and Agency, however, the gulf between ‘the horizon of expectation’ and ‘space of experience’, which since the eighteenth century has been a symptom of modernity (Koselleck 2004), is fused together in a magical act of synthesis in which the process of giving form to matter unleashes an intuited apprehension of ‘being in relation’. Where thought and thing stood side by side for centuries, Art and Agency raises the spectre of a renewed sensitivity towards the nature of their interaction and its significance in challenging our understanding of what is social about the form given to thought in invention and innovation.

Reaching beyond our once so neatly domesticated relations with the material world, in which visual knowing was locked into relations of property and effect (Foucault 1994), Gell draws our attention to a long-lost sense for a material aesthetic which works unmoored from the trappings of markets and institutions in a creative lacunae untrammelled by branding (Stafford 2007). We are, perhaps without realizing it, introduced into the conception of a world captured long ago by the seventeenth-century German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, whose work on image systems and thought was recalled recently by the art historian Horst Bredekamp (2004) in his book on Leibniz’s ‘window-less monad’, whose internal, relational and transformative logic, one likened to a knotted and folded homunculus, unleashes an energy that surfaces in music, art and mathematics. It is Gell’s genius to have realized for us the relevance of an anthropological theory of art to contemporary sensitivities, by recovering the way images serve as the thread of thought, entangling expectation with experience in ways that root agency not in action, but in imagination.

On Algorithm, Imaging and Intuition

There are many intellectual influences on Art and Agency, some extending outward from the remit of anthropology to mathematics, others taking us back to founding ideas of anthropology. None, however, could be more difficult to trace and yet be more important to unravel the complex intentions behind the book than ideas referenced in what is described obliquely in Art and Agency as the ‘least difference principle’ (Gell 1998: 218). Writing about Marquesan artefacts and addressing the question of the coherence of a corpus of artefacts, Gell identifies constraints that act at the formal level, ‘in the field of possible and legitimate motivic transformations’, allowing visual style to be seen as ‘an autonomous domain in the sense that it is only definable in terms of the relationships between artefacts and other artefacts’ (ibid.: 215–16). The apparent ease with which we recognize the homogeneity and distinctiveness of Marquesan artefacts, without knowing anything about the role these artefacts play in culture or their prevailing interpretation, is reasoned to lie in a structural principle ‘involving the least modification of neighbouring motifs consistent with the establishment of a distinction between them’ (ibid.: 218).

This structural ‘least difference’ principle has hardly been given attention in subsequent readings of Art and Agency, and yet it is here, I want to argue, that we can find a clue to ideas that inspire the reception of the book. The background to the concern with ‘least difference’ points, perhaps unsurprisingly, to a field well known to have had a lasting impact on Gell’s thinking, namely language, and to a trajectory of anthropological thought that can be extended backwards as well as forwards in time, referring to ideas that Gell sensed would resurface in science, for reasons and with implications very different to their original conception (Gell 1996).

Key to the ‘least difference principle’ are motivic transformations, described in Art and Agency as consisting of acts of scaling, proportioning and multiplication. Motifs allow for the multiplicity and manifold relations between artefacts to stand out, providing the eye with a special thing-like tool for thinking. As specially ‘designed’ signs, motifs and their systemic transformation allow us to see relations between things, to trace connections and thus to think about thinking. Motifs support associative thinking and thus provide the tooling for thought that is intuitive and yet also enchained, thereby anchoring thought in artefacts in ways that go beyond their original purpose (cf. Freedberg 1991).

Of importance to Marquesan art is therefore not the individual artwork or motif, but a manifold, whose capacity to combine generative agency with instantaneous recognition reminds one of the observation made long ago by Franz Boas in relation to the homology of phonetic systems (Boas 1966; see also Chafe 2000). Expounding on the importance of not studying American Indian languages from single recordings, but by placing recordings in relation to other recordings made with different people, Boas made the astonishing observation (for the time) that the difference we note among sounds ‘is an effect of perception through a medium of a foreign system of phonetics’, while the phonetic system of each language is limited and fixed (Boas 1966: 14). His further elaborations on the mechanical production of sounds show variations to be relational, with single sounds to be part of a sound complex (ibid.: 19).

The ‘limited variability and the limited number of sound clusters’ that enable ‘the automatic and rapid use of articulations’ (ibid.: 21) remind us of much earlier thoughts on language brought forward by the eighteenth-century German historian and philosopher Gottfried Herder (Herder 2002; Moran and Gode 1986). It is to Herder’s classic writings on ‘Plastik’ that we can trace back the idea, expounded in Boas’s work on Primitive Art, that the algorithm underlying sound production may be taken across different material media in a process of translation, to create in its wake a synergy of cognition and emotion (Boas 1927). This translation of the algorithm underlying sound production in a particular language to actions and movements of the body was seen by Boas to be the result of the formation of ‘virtuosity’, a notion singled out much later by Fred Myers in his analysis of Australian Aboriginal acrylic painting style (Myers 2003). Myers interpreted virtuosity in relation to the distinct geometry underlying the generative production of imagery. Here the algorithm at work is found to govern spatial thinking and pattern making, an argument also developed by Louise Hamby and Diana Young in relation to the patterns on Australian Aboriginal women’s string art, which appear to be associated directly with dialects spoken by distinct Aboriginal groups in Australia (Hamby and Young 2001). Perhaps the most explicit and most succinct analysis of material translation and cultural production being informed by the algorithm of sound production was made by Marie Adams in her work on South-East Asian materials processing, tracing algorithmic connections from the pounding of rice to the beating of drums, to the fermenting of plant substance and to the treatment of the dead (Adams 1977). These ethnographic observations have been supplanted more recently by neuroscience, offering, on the one hand, an explanation grounded in the co-presence of the concept of numbers and of hand movement in the hippocampus responsible for remembering, and on the other hand, an action-related explanation made possible by the discovery of mirror neurons (Butterworth 1999; Gallese 2001).

The ‘least difference’ principle has thus taken us backwards and forwards in time across an ethnographic and historical terrain. This terrain has largely remained oblique to anthropological theory making, perhaps because its description requires, as recognized famously by Claude Lévi-Strauss, ‘a proliferation of concepts and a technical language that goes with a constant attention to the properties of the world, alert to the distinctions that can be discerned between them’ (Lévi-Strauss 1966: 2). The logic of the concrete on which the ‘least difference’ principle is founded was called by Lévi-Strauss ‘the most neglected aspect of the thought of people we call “primitive” ’ (Lévi-Strauss 1966: 2). Whereas he described the logic based on the objectification of knowledge as a ‘counterfeit’ science, the Melanesianist Aletta Biersack argued in her work on Paiela body-counting for the acute observation of algorithms and their transformative patterns to be a ‘science and among sciences’ (Biersack 1982: 813).

Whether anthropologists ever really cared to think much about such allusions to science is a matter for debate. What is clear, however, is that anthropologists ceased to be able to respond to the rigours demanded by the attention to the concrete around the time of Biersack’s research in New Guinea, when language was no longer considered an operative modus of explanatory models of culture making. No longer trained in linguistic theory, ethnographers soon became desensitized to the concept of the manifold, its basis in mathematical thinking and its intersubjectively shared nature. Having lost their theoretical validity, methods such as drawing or diagramming, that once were the whole mark of replicating the science of the concrete, fell out of the remit of teaching. Questions of affinity, once tied to the tracing of the way attachments are secured and predicted in the world in the broad field of magic, became briefly a subfield of kinship, only soon to be displaced by a more generalized concern with questions of distinction.

Looking back, one realizes the speed at which anthropology forgot one of its most coveted ideas in the midst of developments to the contrary. There was computing, which took off in a commercial way in the 1980s, utilizing the same ideas of algorithm and the transformational logic of manifolds to develop the technical language of computer programmes. Few anthropologists ever trained in computing, yet they remained enchanted by their new tool and refrained from asking the questions of a philistine that could have reawakened interest in a subject that was rapidly being sidelined as ‘ethno-mathematics’ (Ascher 1978; 1991). The notable exception to this trend is Ron Eglash, who applied his computing skills to African art with astonishing results, while perhaps not drawing out the theoretical conclusions in ways that could have made inroads into mainstream anthropology (Eglash 1999). While anthropology turned its back on science, new biology and new physics began to be established around ideas that were strikingly akin to the relational paradigm at work in early anthropology. Aided by the increasingly powerful capacity of computing, a notion of self-organization of systems emerged as the dominant working hypothesis in science.

Alfred Gell has remained almost alone among anthropologists in recognizing the potential of artefacts to display sequential processes and transformation in ways that allow for a rethinking of objectification. The notable exception is Bruno Latour (1990, 1994, 2005), whose ‘actor-network’ theory also proceeds from the question of assemblage and the logic of the manifold inherent in acts of assembling. By aligning the material strictly with the cognitive rather than with the social, he allows for assemblage in the domain of the social to be approached from the perspective of the intervention of other kinds of assemblages, most notably of those made to appear in the domain of laboratory science, where ‘non-human’ agents assert their associative capacity.

Like Gell, Latour stresses the analogous constitution of ‘Nature’ and ‘Culture’, which ‘appear to be redistributed among the networks and to escape from them only fuzzily as if in dotted lines’ (Latour 1993: 103); and like Gell, who postulates the need for a single encompassing anthropological theory, Latour uses the closure of the separation of Nature and Culture common to science-based and premodern societies to argue for what he calls a ‘symmetrical’ anthropology that abolishes the need for dichotomy (ibid.: 103). Yet where Latour remains concerned with how we build communities of natures and societies in ways that come to inform one another, occupying a retrospective and bird’s eye perspective to track the intersecting of networks of human and non-human actors, Alfred Gell draws up close to recover for us the role of the artificial or ‘manufactured’, to grant us a ‘prospective’ perspective from which to expose the constitution of the social in the making. This move harbours an important idea, albeit one that is not fully developed in Art and Agency, but whose tenuous presence in the text promises to offer a very different conclusion about the nature of what Latour calls the ‘symmetrical’ relation between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

Where Latour argues that ‘we have never been modern’, as beneath the dichotomy between nature and culture imposed by politics the lines are as fuzzy as among the peoples that tend to be described by ethnographers, Gell recognizes the challenge posed by modernist artists who drew attention to the relation between art and systematic thought in a manner that was sensitive to ethnographic artefacts with which they surrounded themselves in their studios. Art and Agency puts us on the path to complicating the picture of a symmetrical relation as we begin to discover that it may be grounded not in the nature of social relations, but in the nature of image-based thought capable of systematicity and innovation.

In fact, one might go a step further and argue that Art and Agency draws our attention to the analogical relation between discovery of the manifold in early ethnographic collections and the science of botany, both expressions of the pinnacle of Enlightenment culture and science. Following this further, one realizes that one is challenged to entertain a rather intriguing thought, namely of a symmetry between the role of multiplicity in the Marquesan system of images and the role of the manifold in science and design (cf. Clothier 2008). We are thus led to conclude not that ‘we have never been modern’, but that what we call modern is in fact not our own invention. Where Latour invokes the relevance of ethnography to the analysis of modern science and culture on grounds of the un-systematic, ‘fuzzy’ nature of social life, Gell provokes us to consider the relevance of ethnography to lie in the modernity of what Lévi-Strauss long ago called the ‘science of the concrete’.

Zooming in close on Marquesan artefacts, Gell in fact adopts the perspective of an eighteenth-century botanist who, through drawing and modelling, reflected on the connections that prevail among the composite parts so as to understand what is prototypical and thus generative and reproductive about a plant. Drawing up close to enable us to notice constraints upon composition, he invokes a comparison between Marquesan artefacts and the collections of artificial flowers in glass, wax and silk still preserved at the Botanical Gardens in Kew, or with the nineteenth-century botanical drawings, themselves composites drawn from several exemplars, so as to capture the characteristic aspects of the plant in ways that would allow botanists to represent not just a plant species, but an entire genus in a single image (Daston 2004: 226). If one takes this association between the prototype in Marquesan art and botany a step further one realizes that the ‘manufactured artefact’ is in fact not referring to the intervention of the hand or the machine, but to a manufacture guided by actions of thought that find their analogue in the tending of plants. We are asked to look at Marquesan artefacts in the same way as a botanist looks at plants, that is, as agents of metamorphosis whose systemic logic relates them all to one another as much as it distinguishes them from others.

Encouraged to see transformation and its combinatorial algorithm as the definitive characteristic of an art form that makes explicit use of an imagistic combinatorial logic to archive, test, transmit and to enlarge knowledge, we cannot help but notice parallels with concerns in seventeenth-century Europe in which, in the tradition of Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, art and science came together to provide the springboard for understanding and innovation (Bredekamp 2008: 109–10). This thought leads us on the one hand to consider the role of art in presenting us with the visible experience of relations held internally, a qualitative experience made possible by an intuition that is not based on calculation, while rendering intelligible what mere enumeration could not draw together. On the other hand, covert in Art and Agency, it leads us to reconsider the history of Pacific art, one that appears to us mainly through ethnographic collections, as a history shaped by a converging interest in images that figure as vehicles for thought, but also as a material history born out of such interest. The exploration of the Pacific, we know, was driven by the need for material resources to fuel the rising importance of chemistry in Europe. From botanical collecting to the trade in natural materials, this history of the European expansion into the Pacific has always ignored ethnographic collections, exploring them as by-products of interests that lay elsewhere. Art and Agency points us subtly to a way of rewriting this history, this time with Pacific art as the driving force of a mutual attraction.

Material Aesthetics and the Future of Science

At the time of the publication of Art and Agency, a number of theorists pursued the emergence of a ‘post-social’ regime of knowledge in which social relations and, most importantly, knowledge processes are taken over by objects – a notion that, arguably mistakenly, projects the idea of a sociality that once existed without objects but which now needs to be extended through ‘sociological imagination and vocabulary’ so as to encompass objects (Knorr-Cetina 1997: 2). Others, like Bruno Latour, argued that the materials which had begun to take over regimes of knowledge had in fact existed all the while in a kind of parallel universe of forward-looking experimentation, in university and other laboratories, each with its own specific culture and links to industry (Latour 1996). Gell contributed to this debate by forcing us to reconcile the workings of a material aesthetics that is capable of drawing together as assemblage what experience tells us to be distinct. He may have drawn here upon the work of the American anthropologist Gregory Bateson who once famously called ‘the bonus of understanding’ to be derived from a combination of two different realms of data: one visible, the other invisible, and calibrated to provoke abductions that come to be formative of the way we think about these data thereafter (Bateson 1980: 76; see also Greenwood 2005: 95).

Where Gell deviates from Latour is in postulating that the threads of thought that make regimes of knowledge and knowledge-transfer possible are not derived from experimentation, but from acts of imagination and visualization. The convergence of material aesthetics with the attribution of mind to things allows Gell to explain what Latour claims, yet cannot account for – namely that knowledge thus produced is not domesticated, and thus not readily possessed by corporate institutions, while binding persons to one another more effectively than contracts (Halbert 2005; Tenner 1996). The unleashing of a material aesthetic that serves at once as vehicle of knowledge and as agent of attachment is the subtext of Art and Agency, and signals the coming into the open of what was covertly active all along.

Art and Agency sensitizes us to the ending of the Enlightenment by supplanting object-centred and subject-driven discourses with an image of a material mind, the workings of which are revealed by ethnography as effectively as they are disclosed by artworks, by scientific inventions and by design. The notion of a material aesthetic that attributes to things the capacity to act as exponents of thought, realized in robotics and intelligent fabrics, was still in its infancy when Art and Agency was first published (Clark 1997). Yet while scholars such as Francoise Lyotard (1991) and Bruno Latour (1996) drew from this development the inspiration to foresee a world liberated from the shackles of systems of classification based on hierarchical distinctions between human and non-human life, Art and Agency paved the way for us to ask questions about the nature of diversity beyond distinction, in a world where everything is connected in fluid and generative ways.

Art and Agency has proved a difficult read, not because it lacked some polish here and there, but because it demands that we acknowledge the intellectual tradition on which our most trusted assumptions are founded, and simultaneously discount these assumptions, merely to replace them with a new resolution whose outlines become visible only after perceptive and close reading. Rooted seemingly firmly in the classical anthropological preoccupation with the ‘peculiar relations between persons and “things” which somehow “appear as” or duty as, persons’ (Gell 1998: 9), the ostensibly straightforward referential quality of the sign is complicated by a methodological insurgence which postulates the positioning of the thus fused material entity within an asymmetrical relation encompassing artist and recipient. Before we know it, the rug is pulled from under our feet as we progress to the second part of the book, opening with the chapter on Marquesan art. Whereas Gell initially calmed us down by allowing us to pursue the tracking of relations via distinctions made between things and things, and persons via things, we are suddenly dragged inside a bubble that could be likened to Leibniz’s windowless monad (cf. Bredekamp 2008). Here, tracking what appears to us to stand out does not help, as everything is by definition alike, distinguished merely as transformation upon one another, whose dynamic unfolding we need to know in order to attribute significance to what we see.

At the time of the publication of Art and Agency, analogies with such self-constructive, generative systems came primarily from new biology and new physics, which had embraced the modelling of the non-linear behaviour of complex organisms. Ten years on, a new possible analogy has emerged in the form of libraries or archives of materials, most of them composites that were chemically ‘made to measure’ to serve a range of related functions (Ball 1997). The first such library opened in 1996, yet today there are uncounted numbers all seeking to manage an avalanche of self-similar materials designed in the lab, whose quantities have far outstripped the number of individual objects’ functions. Beyond distinction, both archiving and selection have become troublesome, prompting the most experimental of libraries to work with artists to arrive at an understanding of the appropriate inter-artefactual relations that can be elicited from the materials at hand.

For Gell, the concern with art resulted not from a concern with art per se, but with what art affords us to understand – that is, that the material world comes to us in forms that are intuitively cognizable. Several years on, we can see the value of Art and Agency in having validated ethnography to be vital to the investigation of ‘epistemic objects’ not in spite of, but because of, its proximity to art, both relying on the same technique of intuiting connectivity from the close observation of the things themselves.

Art and Agency’s potential to engage with the literature on the mind, let alone science, has not yet been fully realized, at least not within anthropology (Knappett 2002). The reason for anthropology’s reluctance to read Art and Agency with science in mind lies firmly in the misreading provoked by the title-word ‘art’, itself the result of anthropology’s resistance to a material engagement with matters of the mind, an even more entrenched blindness to the multiple trajectories of science, and an abject anxiety complex around the dusty, inaccessible and intrepid nature of the ‘stuff’ that science itself had long found to matter hugely in theory building. It is true that Art and Agency’s formulation of the three-dimensional model of index, artist and recipient as research tool has been heralded for its methodological capacity to uncover the way objects can work as nodes within networks that involve non-human entities as well as groups of human producers and of course consumers (Leach 2002; Geismar 2004), yet what kind of theoretical aspiration lies behind this tooling has been made less clear and is often misconstrued (Larson 2007).

Alfred Gell certainly would have been bemused to see his fellow anthropologists fall into the trap he laid by enthralling the reader with images of art that suddenly and quite unexpectedly come to be mapped onto an anthropology of the mind. Like a mouse after its cheese, most of us go for what appears to be visibly there, the ‘art object’, and overlook what lies invisibly behind. In true Gellian style, it is through images and the imagistic construction of the text into coterminous layers turned into one that we can begin to intuit the outlines of a theory that has much wider and more forward-looking aspirations than the title seems at first to suggest. The provocative clue is Marcel Duchamp’s Network of Stoppages, whose threefold construction, into one indivisible surface which interlaces the ‘map’ of the network, the line-sketch for a prototype (the Large Glass), and the version of Duchamp’s first major painting of Young Man and Girl in Spring painted beneath, forces a similar sudden recognition of what this book is setting out to do as the Umeda dancer in Gell’s first book on the Metamorphosis of the Cassowary (1976), whose abductive capacity he signalled with his usual eloquence.

The methodology advanced in Art and Agency has interestingly, though perhaps unsurprisingly, been profiled most successfully by art historians, for the simple reason of a misunderstanding of the text that resulted in the interpretation of Art and Agency as the theoretical rejection of the idea that visual and aesthetic experience is culturally coded and thus open to sociological as well as art historical analysis (Rampley 2005). Gell’s method of uncovering the indexical workings of the material entity – exposing the aesthetic workings of the mind, capable of trapping the minds of others and thus distributing personhood globally through a network of traces, objects and memories far beyond the seemingly fixed spatio-temporal coordinates of situated practice – is harnessed with increasing enthusiasm by those wanting to apply a method that is appropriate to coping with cultural difference within the remit of world art studies.

The misunderstanding revolves around the notion of the aesthetic, which Gell is often mistakenly seen to critique, while in fact it is foundational to his theory of how culture (as a configuration of intersubjective understandings) and style (as a configuration of stylistic attributes) come to form a synergic and dynamic whole (Gell 1998: 156). Rather than abolishing situated remembering and cultural practice, the cognitive stickiness of a material aesthetic raises the question of the complex interrelation of mind, body and world, to which the recent discovery of mirror neurons by neuroscience has drawn our attention (Gallese 2001; Metzinger 2009).

Perhaps the most illuminating critical discussion of Art and Agency as an extenuated elaboration of Igor Kopytoff’s paper on ‘The Cultural Biography of Things’ (1986) is by Carl Knappett (2002), whose paper in the Journal of Material Culture sets out a sharp critique of what has become known as the projectionist fallacy, which assumed that agency merely cloaks things temporarily and externally. Drawing on Bruno Latour (1996), Graves-Brown (2000) and others, he extracts from Art and Agency the alternative perspective in which ‘mind, body and world are seen as co-dependent’ (Knappett 2002: 98–99). After Art and Agency, the agency of things arguably has been given the character of a mantra which we hope will become clearer if we only say it more frequently. Knappett’s paper has remained quite unique so far in that he begins to draw out an important line of argument rarely drawn attention to in other accounts of Art and Agency; this being that an artefact’s agency is derived from its capacity to resemble its prototype, either, so perhaps least commonly, in terms of form, or more frequently through a type of material translation called skeuomorphism, which enables one material to evoke the appearance of another. ‘Cognitive stickiness’ is thus subject to a techno-‘logical’ activity, which makes latent connections between things and people via things present and intuitively indicative of complex intentionality. The actions which art-like things allow us to reflect upon are shown not to mirror human action, but the action of the mind (cf. Morphy 2009).

No doubt, Art and Agency articulates another phase of those many endings of the Enlightenment. The ending which Art and Agency marks by attributing agency to manufactured things, variously called in the book ‘artefacts’ or ‘material entities’, recalls the beauty assigned to things in late capitalism whose hold over the mind is as complete as their capacity to elicit acts of exchange. The story of Art and Agency continues to fascinate and enthral us as we realize the dawning of a new age in which not made things, but made materials, unleash processes of transformation whose many still-unknown effects may be no less dangerous or divisive than the industrial world we leave behind. Gell’s account of the agency of art gives salient recognition to what more recently has become known as a new experience of diversity based on elective affinity, making chemistry a moral language no different to the early nineteenth century when Goethe (2008) wrote a novel on this subject, a language no longer mastered through empirical observation alone, but through the visualization of the spatio-temporal logic of affinity in the table of substances (Kim 2003).

Materials science is today the domain, once dominated by art, in which new fusions between thought and thing can be realized. Its rise describes the closure of the gulf between ‘the horizons of expectation’ and ‘space of experience’ whose legacy has shaped our existing notions of intellectual labours and constrained our institutional collaborations that must be reformed, if the new intellectual era is to be fully realized. Art and Agency may be just one of those key texts that mark the belated recognition of the material basis of mind, with yet to be realized consequences for the disciplines and institutions responsible for the study of mankind in the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER 2



TECHNOLOGIES OF ROUTINE AND OF ENCHANTMENT

Chris Gosden

Art and Agency can be seen as an exploration of the manner in which the qualities of people are brought out by objects and how objects are given power and salience by people. The key questions asked in the latter part of the book concern both the problem of order and of intelligibility: how are artefacts ordered through evolving styles, how do such styles link to the broader ordering of culture, and in what ways do both the ordering of material things and of culture provide the grounds for the intelligibility of the world? Gell critically discusses Hanson’s (1983) work on Maori style, where Hanson makes a connection between the generally balanced symmetry of Maori carving and an ethic of balanced reciprocity found in social dealings more generally. All pattern will have some symmetrical features, Gell argues (1998: 160) because that is what pattern is – a play on symmetry. However, Gell does applaud the general direction of the argument – ‘I believe that the intuition that there is a linkage between the concept of style (as a configuration of stylistic attributes) and the concept of culture (as a configuration of intersubjective understandings) is well founded’ (ibid.: 156). Such a statement holds out an exciting prospect for any student of material culture, in the possibility that one can move from an analysis of the qualities of objects to the understandings people had of the world and of each other. Artefacts do not reflect intellectual schemes, but help to create and shape them. For the archaeologist, dealing with scant historical records or with none, the possibility of moving from form and decoration to broader understandings of society is seductive and increasingly popular (e.g. Malafouris and Renfrew 2010). In Art and Agency Gell was not explicitly concerned with history, but felt that his analysis could potentially be extended to embrace historical change. What he did provide was a set of analytical approaches to style and form which can be usefully extended to historical periods. In what follows, I would like to explore work which takes a historical perspective on material culture and especially that which tries to make a link between understandings of the world, social relations and material things. What Art and Agency can add to such work is a key question.

In his book Money and the Early Greek Mind, Richard Seaford (2004) charts the development of classical Greek society, with individuals and money, from a more communal, aristocratic and gift-giving society of the Bronze Age. Money, or rather its emergence, is key to Seaford’s argument. Money is a quantified measure of value operating on a scale which has no theoretical upper limit, it is generally acceptable within the area of its currency, helping to meet various forms of social obligation, but in an impersonal manner. Money depends also on systems of number and account; it requires extensive trust (ibid.: 16–20). Seaford sees money to be an important precondition for the emergence of a particularly individualized society, which created an ‘impersonal cosmology’ and forms of tragedy which focus ‘on the extreme isolation of the individual from the gods and from his own kin’ (ibid.: 316–17). This is a society in many ways similar to our own and quite different from previous Bronze Age forms in which the gods were directly interested in the world of people and people were much more imbricated in each other’s affairs.

At the heart of Seaford’s argument is a link between forms of material culture, such as coins, which were multiple copies of the same thing and forms of personhood, where individuals lived in an impersonal cosmos. Homer brings to life an aristocratic, feuding and heroic world of reciprocity and redistribution, in which obligations to kin and to the gods outweighed a notion of self or self interest. It is also a world in which objects were individualized, having their own known biographies. ‘The silver mixing-bowl, for instance, made by the Sidonians, given to Thoas, then to Patroclus as ransom to Lycaon, then by Achilles as a prize in the funeral-games, is said to be the most beautiful in the world’ (Seaford 2004: 46–47). Exchanges were also varied, lacking standardized exchange equivalents or anything analogous to price. There is an inverse relationship between an earlier individuality of objects and commonality of persons and a later serial reproduction of objects as against the rationalized individuality of people.

Although different in many respects, the works of Seaford and Gell share in common the idea that artefacts en masse are part of our joint intelligence, helping to make sense of the world and the people in it in particular ways. In fact Seaford’s broadest point is that by creating a universal notion of value and a link to substance in general, money opens up the possibility of generalized substance, of which individual things are detailed manifestations. Notions such as substance become key to philosophy from the pre-Socratics period onwards. The issue of substance is also important to current social sciences concerned with materials. Seaford’s work helps us to see and understand a key shift in Gell’s discussion in Art and Agency. In the early chapters of the book Gell’s concentration is on the relationship between individual people and individual objects, discussing the agency of both people and things. The relationship between the agent and the patient is laid out, along with the possibility that things can be agents as well as people. A key example, discussed relatively briefly in the book, is the Trobriand canoe prow board, which when carved and painted with skill becomes an object of enchantment, able to overwhelm the senses and the will of those looking at it. Such a work exists as an index of the artist’s skill, which in turn derives from broader cosmological forces. At the end of chapter 7 the book takes a sharp turn. To that point Gell has considered rather individual links between an artist, a work and its impact on a viewer. ‘However, art works are never just singular entities, they are members of categories of art works, and their significance is crucially affected by the relations that exist between them, as individuals, and other members of the same category of artworks, and the relationships that exist between this category and other categories of artwork within a stylistic whole – a culturally or historically specific art-production system’ (Gell 1998: 153). From here Gell moves into a consideration of style and what he calls ‘the inter-artefactual domain’.

For me, probably because I am an archaeologist and am interested in objects en masse, it is this last aspect of the book that has always been most interesting and persuasive. It is also partly that the Peircean language of index and patient has never really resonated with me. Taken together, Gell’s work and that of Seaford resonate with each other and the contrasts between them are also instructive. Seaford provides considerable historical and cultural depth in discussing early classical Greece, which is possible in a book-length treatment. He is less concerned to analyse the styles that money takes and does not get into any details of numismatics; and it is striking that the book lacks a single illustration. Gell’s book is composed as much of pictures as of words, carrying and illustrating much of the analysis. Necessarily in a general work of this kind there is little space to go into deep cultural analyses of the art objects discussed.

Looked at from the perspective of Seaford’s work, Gell’s analysis in the two parts of the book can help us to understand different moments in our relationships with art objects, from the individual encounter of one person and one object to broader relations between masses of objects and of people. In the first case, objects of wonder do strike and change us, making us feel differently about our relationships with the world and the people in it, and acting differently towards both. Relationships between masses of people and masses of objects do not need to be routinized and in many cultural forms are not. However, in Europe – from the middle of the last millennium in the eastern Mediterranean, to Britain five centuries later – more routinized forms of artefacts and human actions emerge in ways that create profound social change. Attending to the details of changes in artefacts can allow us real insights into the material nature of this process.

In the rest of this chapter I shall look at fine metalwork of the first millennium BC in Britain and the varied effects it might have had on people over time. In brief, I argue that metal artefacts passed from an emphasis on quantity, to quality and back to emphasize quantity again, with commensurate effects on people.

My main case study is drawn from late Iron Age and early Roman fine metalwork in Britain, known as Celtic art.1 Celtic art fits well within the notion of a technology of enchantment as outlined by Gell. It requires virtuosity and skill on the part of the maker. Considerable powers of appreciation and discrimination are demanded of the viewer, for whom the variety of decoration within and between artefacts means that no settled or fixed understanding is ever possible. Surprise, shock or ambiguity of reaction are all common today in encounters with Celtic art, especially when new pieces are discovered. We cannot know past reactions, but it is likely that such responses were hoped for, otherwise the sheer complexity and variability of decoration and form would have been redundant. Gell’s work highlights the power objects had to take people aback, partly due to their impact on the human senses, but also because items produced through a virtuoso display of skill were seen as an indication that the maker had a generally good standing with the generative powers of the universe. Before and after so-called Celtic art, were sets of objects that were more standardized and possibly routinized in Seaford’s terms. Here the later chapters of Gell are of use in helping us to understand links of form and decoration.

Bronze and Iron Age Metalwork in Britain

In dealing with prehistoric periods, such as the late Bronze Age (1100–800 BC) and Iron Age (800 BC–AD 43) in Britain, archaeologists are forced to concentrate on material remains, including the layout of landscapes, evidence of settlements, the remains of plants and animals eaten as food, indications of burials and information on artefacts, principally pottery, metalwork and stone tools, with occasional organic remains. In many of the humanities and social sciences, words – either written or spoken – are the primary forms of evidence. Things are often rather belatedly attached to such testimonies, leading to an obscuring of the role of material things. Prehistoric archaeologists lack written or spoken words by definition, and concentrate hard on materials as a result.

Such a bias in our evidence can be seen as a lack or a deficit, but it does have methodological advantages. Much archaeology over the last two centuries has concentrated on typology: the definition of types of artefacts and their ordering, usually to create a chronology. This mass of thick description of artefacts has often become an end in itself and hence an embarrassment to the more theoretically oriented. But now the emphasis on material things and the realization that things can help to shape people has given this huge descriptive enterprise new point and purpose. Gell echoed some aspects of the typological approach in his discussion of the inter-artefactual domain, when he said that artefacts with strong stylistic similarities, such as Maori meeting houses, set up a series of rules of form and decoration that human craftworkers needed to abide by when making a new addition to the corpus (Gell 1998: Chap. 9). In some sense, human muscles and skills are being used to reproduce artefacts, reversing what we would normally see as the arrows of cause between active human creators and the acted-upon passive materials of their creations. Not only do artefacts channel human productive action, they also attune the senses and the emotions, becoming part of the human ‘extended mind’. Things help to make the world intelligible in many ways, through actions of production, everyday patterns of use and of discard. When looking at relatively long time periods we can see that the plasticity of the human sensorium, brain and body, as opposed to the slower sweeps of change of artefacts, can mean that the body is very much attuned by things. Such ideas are implicit in Gell’s treatment of the inter-artefactual domain, where he looks at the long-term development of style on the basis on Maori meeting houses, drawing on Roger Neich’s work (Gell 1998: 251–58; Neich 1996). Timescale is crucial here in that human lives unfold on a biographical scale which is part of longer, slower flows of artefactual change, and the mutual effects of different timescales could be explored much more fully than they have been and than Gell was able to do, as the point about scale was made right at the end of the book. This key issue is one I shall return to once we have looked at some artefacts and their changes.

The late Bronze Age in Britain is characterized partly by large hoards of similar or identical artefacts, particularly socketed bronze axes. For instance, a relatively modest hoard from Tower Hill, Oxfordshire, contained twenty-two complete socketed axes, twenty-four fragments of axe, and other miscellaneous bronze items such as rings, bracelets, a pin and a partial rod, as well as metalworking evidence such as casting jets, scrap and slag (Coombs et al. 2003). The axes were of Sompting type, named after the Sompting hoard from Sussex. These axes have a body of rectangular section, broad above the blade and narrowing at the top, where there is a heavy collar. The blade is much wider than the socket, flaring out from the rectangular body. They have small loops near the mouth to attach binding. They generally have rib and pellet decoration of a relatively simple type (Figure 2.1). The Tower Hill axes were probably found in a ditch surrounding a house. The axes were as-cast, through the lost-wax method, having not been polished or finished. They varied to a minor degree in size, but were all almost identical in form. Their metal composition was low in tin, making them somewhat soft as working implements.
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2.1 Bronze Age socketed axes from the late Bronze Age site at Tower Hill, Oxfordshire.



The Tower Hill hoard is typical of many found in the late Bronze Age, and many larger accumulations of axes are known. Hoards are characterized by large numbers of similar or identical axes, sometimes made of alloys too soft to provide a cutting edge, leading to speculation that these were standardized exchange items. They are found widely in southern Britain and northern France, indicating cross-channel links. The fact that so many axes were buried shows that they were also powerful when taken out of circulation, perhaps as offerings of some kind.

Standardized artefacts indicate standardized relations, both between people and between people and cosmological forces. Many of the axes of the late Bronze Age emerged from the same mould, making them identical. A key aspect of bronze and hence the Bronze Age was the need for trade. The main components of bronze – copper, tin and lead – are almost never found in the same areas and must be brought together. The extensive use of bronze necessitated exchange relations that reached across large areas of Europe, and through which many materials must have passed. The Bronze Age world was one in which far-flung contacts were regular, necessitating dealing with strangers. If artefacts were part of a technology to produce relations, then the standardization of artefacts could have been useful in reducing the uncertainty of a spatially extensive world. People’s status, and relations between regions, were influenced greatly by such exchanges. It is no surprise that attempts to standardize relations were made. These included not just gifts between people, but also to the gods, possibly seen as the sources of beneficial materials.

In the final episode of the Bronze Age, the so-called Ewart Park phase, deposition of axes in hoards reached very high levels. At the start of the Iron Age, around 800 BC, deposition drops dramatically. An older explanation for this was framed in terms of technological advance: the new superiority of iron rendered bronze obsolete and it was disposed of in large quantities. This explanation is now inadequate for a number of reasons. It does not explain why the deposition of bronze was regularly in the very specific form of axes, often new and unused rather than old and worn out. As bronze declined in use it is now clear that iron did not take over in any obvious way. It was not until 400 or 300 BC (the middle Iron Age) that iron supplies really took off, as can be seen from sites like Danebury hillfort which had a long settlement from the early to late Iron Age (Cunliffe 1995; Sharples 2010). New dates are now showing, somewhat confusingly, that iron was produced in the Bronze Age, from around 1000 BC (Collard et al. 2006).

Putting together the early production of iron and the fact that it only became popular after 400 BC, we can see iron as a reluctant technology slowly coming into wide use. There are a number of possible reasons for this reluctance, chief of which might be a key difference between bronze and iron. While the former metal can be melted and cast using the pyrotechnologies then available, iron could only be wrought. While bronze can be taken from a solid to a liquid and back to a solid, iron can only be worked hot in a solid state. It may be, conceptually at least, that iron was not enough like bronze to replace it. Materials shape concepts concerning form and transformation which can be hard to shift.

We can now see that between 800 and 400–300 BC there was a dearth of both bronze and iron. From the latter date onwards both make a come back, as metals were revalued. When bronze and iron reappear in quantity it is in quite different forms to those of the late Bronze Age. In the middle Iron Age a great range of metal forms appear, including saws, hammers, chisels and other wood-working tools and agricultural implements of various types. Most importantly for our present purposes is the set of artefacts known as Celtic art. Celtic art is a polymorphous set including armrings, torcs, horse gear, mirrors, swords and scabbards, shields, tankards, buckets and figurines (Garrow 2008). In the history of scholarship on the Iron Age it has been linked to the ethnogenesis of the so-called Celtic peoples, a link many would now find dubious and not an issue I want to address here.

My key point is that for the first few centuries of its production and use, roughly 400 to 60 BC, Celtic art shows a regard for quality not quantity, in considerable contrast to late Bronze Age metalwork. Items of Celtic art exhibit variety of form and decoration. Let us look briefly at a hoard, comparable to those of the late Bronze Age in being an accumulation of artefacts, but in all other ways different. The hoards of gold torcs from Snettisham, Norfolk, represent some of the most famous prehistoric artefacts from Britain – famous for their number, quality of workmanship and the fact that many are made of gold. They also manifest great variety.

Three hoards were found in 1948 with a further series excavated by Ian Stead of the British Museum in 1990. In total, seventy-five complete torcs and fragments of a hundred more have been found. Torcs are a relatively infrequent find in later Iron Age Europe, but exhibit variety disproportionate to their number. The bodies of torcs are made from wire, rods or tubular sheet with connections that vary from loop to ring to buffer, cage or spool, with the uncommon tubular torcs having complex fixing mechanisms hidden inside their buffer ends. Torcs are mainly made in gold, silver or electrum, but are occasionally found in bronze or iron. There are three areas of torc finds in Europe: a dispersed region from northern France through central Europe to Bulgaria; a concentrated density in the so-called ‘castros’ of northern Portugal and north-western Spain; and in the British Isles and Ireland (Hautenauve 2005). The latter two areas show internal typological similarities, while the broader continental region has a variety of torc types and periods. Not all artefacts labelled as such are strictly speaking torcs – only those with a twist demonstrate ‘torque’, having a springiness that tubular torcs and other neckrings do not possess, the latter having more in common with armrings made of sheet metal.

Torcs represent an important phase in the intermittent history of what we would call ‘precious metals’, that is, gold and silver. In Britain these disappear from the record by the eighth century BC to reappear probably in the third century in the form of personal ornaments, mainly torcs and armrings. This pattern of disappearing and reappearing mirrors that of bronze and iron, being part of the general revaluing of metals from around 400 BC onwards. The working of gold and silver, through the making of sheet metal and decorating it with engraved or repoussé decoration, shares techniques with bronze working, as in the drawing of wire or casting. Similarly, engraving, basketry hatching or casting on are all means of surface alteration which remove or add metal to a surface, which are found in gold work and shared with bronze. Hot soldering of joints is known from the seventh century BC onwards (Hautenauve 2005: 172) and this may have an Etruscan origin. Techniques found in most developed forms on torcs, such as granulation and filigree, may also have an ultimate source in Etruscan workshops, but one deployed in specific ways in places like Britain. From as early as the third century BC, torcs are joined by coins of gold (and later silver), with which they seem to have a close relationship.

The site of Snettisham is on a low hill, as many finds of torcs are, and is enclosed by a ditch, which might post-date the deposit of the torcs, although this is not certain. I shall pick two hoards, F and L, as they contain a range of material, including torc types, the forms of which, together with their treatment, will illustrate some key aspects of the Snettisham material. Hoard F was found by a metal detectorist, although the pit from which it came was excavated shortly afterwards by Stead (1991: 447, 450) with few additional finds. The hoard consisted of 587 separate items, some strung or fused together and many in a fragmentary state. As well as wire, ring and straight ingots, a range of torc types were found, most of which had wire bodies with variously cage, buffer, reel or ring terminals. Much of the wire work was complex, although the terminals were less so, with the exception of one ring terminal (BM P19915-1.45), a number of buffer terminals and a reel terminal with upstanding cast-on or engraved decoration.

As a nested set of relationships, Hoard F is extremely complex. The creation of different forms of wire by drawing and ingots or terminals by casting, as well as the creation of sheet which was then worked by repoussé decoration, along with the punching, tooling and polishing found on other decorations, made for varied artefacts (Figure 2.2). A number of fragments of tubular torc were found, one of which had been folded over as a container for five coins, and one of which had been halved (Stead 1991: Plate 1). Parts of the tubular torc fragments were repaired in antiquity, so were worn and probably old when deposited (Stead 1991: 454–55). One piece, which was highly decorated, was pierced for threading (Stead 1991: Plate III). A considerable array of objects, including torc terminals and fragments of torc bodies, were threaded onto pieces of wire or bracelet ingots. Some pieces were fused together, but these were unlikely to be part of recycling as they involved objects with varying metallic composition. Hoard F is similar in composition to Hoards B and C at Snettisham, but also shows characteristics (the combination of torcs and coins, as well as the deliberate destruction of objects) with other hoards across Europe, such as those at Beringen, Niederzier, Kegelriss and Netherurd (Fitzpatrick 2005: 168–69).
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2.2 The Grotesque torc from Snettisham. Copyright the Trustees of the British Museum.



All these hoards were deposited on land and are complemented by finds from La Tène and Pommeroeul deposited in water (Fitzpatrick 2005: 169). Care was exercised in the making, breaking and curating of objects, some of which might have been old when they entered the ground. Artefacts were transformed from wholes to parts and then combined in new ways. Gell’s work was very much concerned with issues of partibility and synecdoche (Gell 1998: 165–68), and the links between the partibility of artefacts and of people would bear more discussion and analysis.

One possible transformation, for which we have no direct evidence, is from coins to torcs (or torcs to coins). In any case, the partible nature of torcs mean that they could have operated in small units like coins, and in some cases, like the highly decorated tubular torc fragment, they carried complex decorations. To compare torcs and coins positively might be to impute monetary status to the former, but our reading would be that neither were money, in the sense we understand today. Coins and torc fragments helped to create and change social relations, but by virtue of being themselves rather than as tokens of wealth, which would mean they stood for something else. Coins became money after torcs went out of use, a point I shall return to below.

The sheer variety of form and decoration on Snettisham torcs is a clear instance of a broadly occurring aspect of Celtic art. Of the 274 swords known from Iron Age Britain in Stead’s corpus, no two are identical in the characteristics of sword or scabbard or in their mode of decoration, where this is present (Stead 2006). Even within the decoration of a single item, such as the sword from Sutton Reach, Nottinghamshire (Figure 2.3), the details of decoration vary in subtle but definite ways along the length of the scabbard. Such a deliberate choice for variability adds extra challenges both for the maker and the viewer, who need to attend to the details as well as trying to take in the whole. As the Snettisham hoards show, torcs and other objects had complex histories prior to deposition, being broken and recombined in multiple ways. Breaking as well as making was important in Celtic art.

As we have seen, torcs have been found together with a number of other objects at Snettisham, including coins. Coins in Europe have a complex history. The earliest British coins derive from Macedonian prototypes first issued by Philip II (359–336 BC), with the head of Apollo on the obverse and a two-horse chariot on the reverse. Gold coins copying the original Macedonian designs appear sporadically in southern Britain from around 300 BC. Around a century later, Gallo-Belgic coins are being produced in northern France, quite a number of which end up in eastern and southern Britain. Gallo-Belgic coins have been divided into series (A–F), each with their own details of iconography and their own pattern of changes. Gallo-Belgic A coins, for instance, are large coins in which the original Macedonian head of Apollo has been remodelled to emphasize the hair and the wreath. On the reverse, the chariot and horses have become a single horse, which is itself in the process of fragmenting so that body, head and legs come apart into more abstract patterns of lobes and dots (Figure 2.4).
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2.3 The Sutton scabbard (after Stead 2006: Fig. 49).



Celtic coins are known for their serial imagery (Creighton 2000) in which a sequence of defined steps can be recognized for each series moving towards greater abstraction. In an older literature this was seen as devolution, as the natives were less able to maintain the realistic artistic standards of the Mediterranean world. A glance at the contemporary metallurgy of Celtic art gives the lie to this – metalworkers were in full control of form and decoration, even in the more miniature world of coins. The movement to abstraction in the serial imagery of coins was a deliberate choice. Gallo-Belgic C series coins gave rise to most of the regional series in southern and eastern Britain from 125 BC when coins were produced in some numbers in Britain for the first time (ibid.: Figure 2.3). Coins diversified from this point, with silver becoming common and complementing gold, as well as the cast bronze coins (potins) with rather different iconography. Celtic art provided the iconographic context for the acceptance of coinage, leading one to wonder whether the designs on Celtic art were also arrived at through a process of abstraction.


[image: images]

2.4 Gallo-Belgic C coin abstraction (after Creighton 2000: Fig. 2.4).



From around 60 BC coins changed again. The first inscribed coins appear with the names of kings or local rulers in Latin (the first evidence of writing in Britain) and much more Romanized designs. These coinages continued to evolve until the later first century AD, and some of them have names known historically, such as Verica or Cunobelin. At about the same time as the newly Romanized coins appear, Celtic art disappears (Garrow et al. 2010: 110–12). Other changes occur, more or less contemporaneously. Safety pins for holding clothing together, known as fibulae, are found sporadically from the early Iron Age onwards, slowly proliferating into a considerable range of forms with some, such as the involuted brooch series, only known from Britain. In the middle of the last century BC, numbers of brooches rise considerably and their types standardize (Hill 2007). We have little evidence of clothing, but a change in fibulae might also indicate a more standardized form of dress and personal appearance more generally. Also, at around 60 BC, temples and sanctuaries emerged in Britain (echoing earlier versions in northern France) and here large numbers of items, often coins and fibulae, are found deposited in association with circular or rectangular structures. A number of these Iron Age sites were rebuilt in new Romanized forms after the invasion of AD 43.

The co-occurrence of torcs and coins at Snettisham represents the meeting of two different worlds of iconography and design. Unlike Bronze Age metalwork or late Iron Age coins, torcs do not behave typologically in the sense that we cannot form them into series with an obvious direction of change to them. This lack of typological or directional change is characteristic of Celtic art as a whole. It is characterized on the one hand by variety, but on the other it lacks any clear sequence. This is true not just of the form of objects, but of their decorations. Much effort over the years has been spent in devising schemes of decoration which can be sequenced and dated. Much of this work goes back to Jacobsthal (1944) who ordered the continental material, and this was reworked by Stead (1996) into a series of six stages. A recent radiocarbon dating programme, the first on Celtic art, has confirmed earlier suspicions (Macdonald 2007), that Stead’s stages were not successive, but rather that motifs accumulate (Garrow et al. 2010: 110–12). Some motifs are earlier than others, but these are not replaced but supplemented by newer forms of trisceles, trumpet voids and berried rosettes. Celtic art did not subscribe to modernist notions of originality and difference from past forms, but rather appropriated earlier forms, incorporating them, when they worked, into newer designs. This contrasts with the directional movement of coins from complexity to abstraction.

Discussion

I have presented a complex empirical sequence of changes in metalwork over the last millennium BC, about which much more could be said (see Garrow and Gosden (2012) for an extended version of this argument). Let us draw out the main trends as this will allow us to reflect on people and things, art, aesthetics and personhood. Broadly speaking we can see a shift from an emphasis on quantity in the late Bronze Age, through a period when metalwork was not culturally valued in the early Iron Age, to an emphasis on quality between c.400 and 60 bc, with a return to quantity and standardization in the late Iron Age and early Roman period.

In term’s of Seaford’s argument, with which I started this chapter, there may well have been a move to monetization and greater individuality in southern Britain from around 60 BC. As we have seen, coins existed in Britain from c.300 BC, but for much of this time they were probably not money; that is they did not operate as a standardized means of exchange in a market economy in which a key aim was to make a profit. Early coins were of too high value to play a role in everyday exchanges; most are not found on settlements or in places where everyday life was played out, but occur in hoards or singly in the landscape. High value coins probably facilitated socially charged exchanges, as well as interchanges with spiritual powers. As such, coins were part of an ethic of reciprocity between people and the powers of the cosmos that led to the regular deposit of artefacts on land, and in rivers and bogs. Early coins fitted within a broader set of practices in which Celtic art also played a key role. However, the serial, sequential nature of change in coin designs suggests that they were different from the start, although the full possibilities of this difference were only explored some centuries after their introduction, in the fast-changing world of the late Iron Age. By this time, key individuals were being iconized, most evident through the names on the inscribed coinages. It is significant that the first use of writing in Britain was to propagate and distribute the names of individuals over considerable areas; text was an important aspect of power. Paradoxically, individuality may also have been evident in newly standardized forms of dress and personal ornament. We can see a similar phenomenon today: in a society with a strongly individual ideology and great potential choice in dress styles, many of us look the same.

The middle Iron Age world in which Celtic art originated was different. Hill (2007) has emphasized the instability of life in the centuries after 400 BC. Some areas of southern Britain were uninhabited at this time, whereas they had been occupied previously, or else were used in such a way (through pastoral economies?) as to leave little archaeological trace. Field systems that were set up in the late Bronze Age may not have been used in the early and middle Iron Ages, indicating a more fluid, less bounded relationship to land. Settlements take a variety of forms. Some site categories, such as hillforts, varied internally, so that Danebury, in Hampshire, was densely occupied over a number of centuries (Cunliffe 1995), but others, such as Segsbury (Lock et al. 2005) had little internal evidence of use and might have been periodic meeting places. Pottery became more decorated in the middle Iron Age and shows more regional differentiation.

In all, the middle Iron Age appears a regionally diverse and unstable world, with mobile populations, less obvious attachment to land in some areas than earlier or later, and varied material culture. Celtic art fits into this world as a means of negotiating power and identity relations in a manner which was open but compelling. The variety of form in Celtic art is complemented by an ambiguity and mobility of decoration. It is possible to glimpse in the tendrils, voids and whirligigs of Celtic art images of people, plants, animals and birds. But rarely is a certain identification possible, making singular or fixed readings of these artefacts hard to sustain. We can imagine story, song and performance around shields, torcs, mirrors or swords, but these would not have been fixed or closed narratives, open instead to debate and exegesis. Such openness was extended through actions of breaking and recombining artefacts prior to burial.

In the late Iron Age the landscape fills up, with areas uninhabited in the previous period often becoming centres of power, with large-scale land divisions, settlements or sanctuaries providing foci for human action. There is more fixity in the relationship to landscape, as late Bronze Age field systems are reused and extended. Considerable numbers of Roman (or Gallo-Roman) imports in settlements and graves indicate new sets of long-distance relationships and modes of personhood at home. The object world sees an excitation, deriving ultimately from the Mediterranean, in terms of forms of pottery, glass and metalwork. Although forms proliferate, they also standardize, so that pottery is more often made on the wheel, for instance. Directional, typological change is general as the coinage demonstrates.

Artefacts and people were changeable and negotiable in the middle Iron Age, and technologies of enchantment played out through metalwork were key to the performative and negotiated nature of social life. By the late Iron Age, material culture had proliferated into a technology of routine, producing more standardized forms of people and relationships with the sacred. In some ways these historical changes parallel those sketched by Seaford (2004) when looking at the loss of magic in the movement from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age world of the polis.

Final Thoughts

Within the historical changes briefly sketched here, Gell’s work allows us to understand both individualized objects and artefacts more obviously united in a strong canon of style. The late Bronze Age and later Iron Age did not produce enchanting objects sufficiently frequently for these to be central to life in those periods. The middle Iron Age did. The emphasis on art, stronger at the beginning of the book than in the final chapters, focused Gell’s attention on especially powerful artefacts rather than providing a broader account of material culture and its cultural impacts. Concepts of form and style can be applied to all objects, whether they be arresting or not. They are helpful in understanding changes in broader stylistic schemes, which then link to and underpin more general changes in how people acted in and understood the world. The links between the formal qualities of objects and the intelligibility of the world are key to archaeological considerations of material culture, certainly as they have developed over the last few decades.

Our project on Celtic art had the title of ‘A Technology of Enchantment’ so that the influence of Gell has been clear and beneficial (Garrow and Gosden 2012). As the project has gone on, the historical specificity of Celtic art has become clearer and the need for modified sets of theory more apparent. The approach taken by Gell has highlighted that there is a lot at stake in an analysis of material culture: how people present themselves as persons; the manner in which the world is made intelligible and the broader relationships with earthly and cosmic powers all come to the fore. Many of these issues would have been tackled without Art and Agency, but Gell’s approach has brought new forms of analysis to material things in a great range of contexts. Human history derives from varying involvements of people with materials. We live in a world with routinized elements of life and materials, such as money, which are only effective if they are always the same. Creative and varied engagements are also privileged elements of our material-social relations. Gell’s approach looked rather more at creativity than routine, but is a key element in developing theories of changing historical engagements between people and their material worlds.
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CHAPTER 3



FIGURING OUT DEATH

Sculpture and Agency at the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus and the Tomb of the First Emperor of China

Jeremy Tanner

This paper explores the potential of Alfred Gell’s theory of agency for studies in comparative art, by means of an examination of the role of figurative representation in the tombs of an early Greek and an early Chinese monarch. Comparative art is a field of enquiry which periodically seems on the point of breaking through to equivalent disciplinary significance to that of comparative religion or comparative literature. But it seems never quite to cross the threshold. As a gross generalization, one might say there are two broad approaches, neither very satisfactory. One would be cross-cultural aesthetics, exemplified by Richard Anderson’s (2004) Calliope’s Sisters. Anderson’s book compares a series of seven aesthetic systems and concludes that each is ‘truly a unique entity, fundamentally unlike all others’ in so far as each embodies a culturally distinctive cosmology or tradition of meaning (Anderson 2004: 253). An alternative would be the broadly comparative sociological approaches of archaeologists like Timothy Earle (1990) and Bruce Trigger (2003: 541–83). They have looked at parallelisms in the transformations of style and monumentality in the development of chiefdoms, and their transformation into states. Whilst interesting, the parallels are very gross and abstract from the specific artistic and material characteristics of the monuments which might seem most in need of explanation.

Gell’s (1998) account of art as agency offers one helpful way of moving beyond these dichotomies. Unlike the reductionist approaches of Earle or Trigger, Gell is very much concerned to engage with the specific material properties of images and their affordances.1 He criticizes contemporary approaches to the history and anthropology of art which he sees as oriented to the needs of the modern museum-going public in its efforts to recover the symbolic meanings of alien traditions and to celebrate their aesthetic achievements. Gell instead approaches art in terms of its efficacy, which he conceptualizes in terms of ‘agency’. Human beings, primary agents, act in and on the world through material interventions, above all through the artefacts, secondary agents, which render their agency effective, like the guns which are an intrinsic component of a soldier’s agency. Art’s specific agency is grounded in what Gell (1992) calls ‘technologies of enchantment’ – displays of technical skill which surpass the viewer’s understanding, inducing on the part of the viewer or ‘recipient’ the abduction of special powers on the part of the artist who produced the image, or the patron who occasioned its production. Through this halo effect of technical difficulty the viewer is awestruck into acquiescence in the projects of the patron/producer. The canoe prow boards of the Trobriand islanders, for example, were not so much ‘works of art’ in the sense we understand the term as weapons in the psychological warfare which informed kula exchange. Ritually prepared painter-magicians embellished such boards with elaborate designs, based on radiating circles, painted in bright colours and with strong tonal contrasts. This perceptually striking imagery captivated the viewers of such prows – potential traders waiting on the shores – loosening their grasp on their wits and thus compelling them to trade their kula shells at a lower value than might otherwise have been expected (Gell 1992: 44–45; 1998: 68–72).

Gell’s approach is codified in ‘the art nexus’ where the core set of logically possible causal relationships between his key theoretical terms is tabulated: artist, index, prototype and recipient can all stand in reciprocal relationships of agency and patienthood to each other. A viewing of Reynolds’ portrait of Dr Johnson may be analysed as an instance of a passive spectator being ‘causally affected by the appearance (or other attributes) of a prototype of an artwork (the index), when this attribute is seen as itself causal of this response’ (Gell 1998: 52). Johnson’s posture in Reynolds’ portrait, a posture which dominates the viewer, encourages feelings of awe towards this English national figure, feelings which also affected the painter Reynolds, and thus shaped his portrayal of Johnson (Gell 1998: 52–53; Tanner and Osborne 2007: 15).

Gell formalizes the representation of such agent/patient relationships by means of a simple algebra. The attraction of these formulae is that they help to highlight fundamental cognitive and social affinities – or indeed structured patterns of difference – that may relate practices of artistic representation across cultural boundaries. Portraits can be described by the formula:

[[[Prototype A] [image: Images] Artist A] [image: Images] Index A] [image: Images] Recipient P

The physical facts of the prototype’s appearance causally constrain the artist in forming an index by which the viewer is affected, by virtue of inferring the prototype’s appearance and character from the index. As such, this does not take us very far; but there are two kinds of games one can play with such formulas. One is a deductive procedure, playing around with the formula, seeing what logical variations might exist, where they in fact occur, and why. Thus, placing the artist before the prototype in the above formula would produce an expression which corresponds to the role of the portrait in modernism’s artist-centred art world, where the agency of the artist plays the primary role, not that of the sitter – like Picasso’s Kahnweiler. An alternative strategy is to focus on the arrows of the formula, exploring exactly how the prototype causally determines the character of the index. What is the character of the material technology that binds the prototype to the index? And how does this inform the character of the agency transmitted from prototype to recipient? This is the approach I wish to adopt in this essay, focusing on tombs as objects which are primarily concerned with the extension of personhood beyond the confines of biological life by means of a sometimes very elaborate index distributed in the causal milieu.

One could formulate a concept of the tomb as an extension of personhood as follows:

[[[Recipient1 A] [image: Images] Artist A] [image: Images] Index A] [image: Images] Recipient2 P

The primary recipient, or patron, causes the artist to produce an index, of which the characteristics have a certain impact on a secondary recipient, or recipients, presumably some kind of abduction of the agency of the patron. I shall use this formula to explore the similarities and differences in the use of figurative representations – my indexes – in the case of two royal tombs, those of Mausolus of Caria and Qin Shihuangdi, the First Emperor of China. First, I offer a very basic sketch of the two tombs, and of earlier accounts of them, which have been in certain respects oriented towards contemporary art appreciation or the decoding of symbolic meanings – the kinds of approach of which Gell is so critical. Then I will seek to rework the material, by focusing on the specific character of the causal agency manifested in each case at each arrow in the formula. To summarize: I will argue that the ways in which figural imagery is used – its placement, the material techniques used in its production, the social realization of its production, in short, the technologies of enchantment – are informed by the distinctive conceptions of the agency of images characteristic of the Greek and Chinese worlds at the times in question, and by differing beliefs on the part of Mausolus and Qin Shihuangdi about the kind of agentic power which could be transmitted from the world of their life to that after their death.

The Mausoleum of Halicarnassus and the Tomb of the First Emperor

Mausolus succeeded his father as satrap of Caria in 377 BC. Notionally subordinate to the Great King of Persia, he co-ruled with his sister-wife Artemisia until his death in 353 BC. He took advantage of Persian weakness to carve out Caria as an independent kingdom, in the south-west corner of modern Turkey. The Mausoleum itself was started in circa 367, when Mausolus moved the capital of his kingdom from Mylasa to Halicarnassus, which he refounded through an act of synoikism, transferring the populations of at least four inland communities to this coastal site. This new capital provided the basis from which Mausolus developed an expanding south-east Aegean empire, annexing Rhodes and Chios during the 350s and developing hegemonic influence over communities in Crete, Pamphylia, Posidia and Ionia (Jenkins 2006: 203–6).

Mausolus’ tomb was envisaged from the moment when he refounded Halicarnassus.2 The grid-plan left a space reserved for his funerary precinct right in the centre of the city, from where the towering monument that emerged dominated the surrounding buildings and was visible from the harbour (Figure 3.1). The Mausoleum was designed by Pytheos of Priene in collaboration with four of the most famous Greek sculptors of the fourth century BC: Scopas, Bryaxis, Leochares and Timotheus or possibly Praxiteles. The vast edifice takes the form of a temple-like shrine placed on top of a huge base. The roof was composed as a stepped pyramid, crowned by a chariot with four horses. The bottom step of the base had life-size statues of Greeks and Persians fighting; the next step up had a series of 11/3 life-size statues, subject indeterminate. The next step up had colossal statues of Greeks and Persians hunting panthers and boars, along with a scene of sacrifice. Immediately below the stylobate, there is a frieze showing an amazonomachy, perhaps the best preserved component of the Mausoleum sculptures, and one to which we will return later. Between the columns, wearing a mixture of Greek- and Persian-style clothing, was a series of 12/3 life-size statues, probably a gallery of ancestors, of which the two best preserved figures – a man possibly holding a sacrificial bowl and knife, and a woman in mourning – have been named, without specially good reason, Mausolus and Artemisia. A chariot frieze encircled the cella of the shrine, and a centauromachy the base of the vast chariot which crowned the monument.

Such a programme of course lends itself to iconographic interpretation, as the embodiment of a kind of eschatological allegory, which the great German iconographer Erwin Panofsky ([1964] 1992: 23–24) decodes as follows:


[image: images]

3.1 Tomb of Mausolus of Caria, Halicarnassus, c. 350 BC. Reconstruction by Peter Jackson. Courtesy of Geoffrey Waywell.



Both the battle between Amazons and Greeks and the battle of the Centaurs evidently express, here in unequivocally mythological form, the conflicts and triumphs of a heroic life, and the chariot race – a prelude as it were to the crowning quadriga – would seem to add the idea of a moral victory which, in conjunction with the military and political ones, entitled the dead ruler to a place among the immortal gods. Plato (Phaedrus 248) compares the efforts of the soul to reach a sphere wherein it may participate in the majestic motion of the stars to a race of charioteers . . . and Horace (Carmina I.1) speaks of the godlikeness of those who were victorious in a chariot race . . . Thus both the racing frieze and the crowning quadriga add up to one impressive symbol of apotheosis.


[image: images]

3.2 The Tomb Mound of the First Emperor, erected c. 221–210 BC. Photo by Victor Segalen, 1914. After Victor Segalen, Mission Archéologique en Chine (1914 et 1917), La Sculpture et les Monuments Funéraires. Paris 1923, plate 1. Courtesy of Editions Geuthner.



Like Mausolus, although on a grander scale, Qin Shihuangdi (260–210 BC) was a state builder (Loewe 2007). Over a period of decades he defeated the kings of the other states of China and incorporated their territories into his kingdom. Like Mausolus, the First Emperor certainly sought to impress himself upon his capital city. Whenever he defeated and annexed a neighbouring kingdom, he built in his own capital a new palace on the model of that of his newly conquered rival. His tomb, however, was placed at some distance from his capital, near modern Lintong in the foothills of Mount Li, a site set apart from the cemeteries of his ancestors, where his predecessors had been buried, in order to ‘demonstrate that he was not dependent on them for his supremacy’ (Rawson 2007: 124–25). The tomb complex itself is vast.3 At the centre is the still unexcavated tomb mound, shaped and planted as an analogue of a mountain (Figure 3.2). It covered a vast underground palace, set in a microcosmic landscape of China, with the Yellow River and the Yangtze fashioned in channels of flowing mercury. Surrounding the mound were a series of further pits. The contents of the pits within the inner funerary precinct included terracotta figures of officials and acrobats, as well as (real) wives and concubines who had accompanied the emperor to his death, alongside sacrificed favourite horses, laid out in stable quarters with terracotta grooms to tend them, and half-size but fully functional bronze chariots. Beyond the walls of the precinct were situated the pits in which the famous terracotta warriors were found (Figure 3.3).


[image: images]

3.3 The Terracotta Army. Pit 1. 221–210 BC. Photo: Terracotta Army Museum, Xian. Photograph: Juxian Xia and Yan Guo.



Art and Agency at the Tomb of the First Emperor

Like Mausolus’ tomb, that of Qin Shihuangdi has been the subject of much art historical reflection. Some interpret it symbolically as an embodiment of meaning, and more specifically of concepts of life and death, and of rulership and cosmology articulated by the First Emperor (Portal 2007: 21; cf. Kesner 1995: 131). Others have sought to trace the origins of the unprecedented figures, to models ultimately as far west as the Mausoleum itself, celebrating, like Richard Barnhart (2004: 330), ‘the welcome elevation of Chinese sculpture into the glamorous company of Greece and Rome’.4 A more sophisticated elaboration of the same argument sees the Terracotta Army as emulating the kinds of monumental public sculptures that some Chinese may have heard about, or even seen, being set up by the rulers of kingdoms in central Asia, India and possibly even further west – the precipitate of a kind of peer-polity interaction.5 Whilst there is almost certainly an important element of truth in this latter argument, it does not really help us to address what the figures were doing in the emperor’s tomb, where, after his death, they would have been completely invisible, thus turning the public sculpture of the classical world outside-in as it were.6 Another, more fruitful, direction of interpretation has been developed by Jessica Rawson (1999b: 16–18; 2007), along lines very much parallel to some of the ideas found in Gell’s Art and Agency. I take Rawson’s analysis as a starting point for exploring the kinds of material agency manifested in the funerary complex of the First Emperor, and how exactly they may have served to transmit his agency, and how these modes of agency might be compared with those characteristic of the Mausoleum.

Rawson’s argument starts from the specific character of the Chinese concept ‘xiang’ ([image: Images]) – ‘likeness’ or better ‘figuration’ – and its place in broader Chinese understandings of cosmology. Grossly simplified, Chinese cosmology of the period of the First Emperor conceptualized the material world as consisting in varying concrescences of ‘qi’ ([image: Images]) – natural energy – which, under the alternating influence of yin and yang gives rise to all that exists, the ‘ten thousand things’ all linked in a series of five phases. All the features of the world, from the seasons and planets to the vital organs and colours, were correlated with each other according to this five-phase model. Analogies formed on the basis of this model facilitated control over the patterns of human life through their alignment with the correlative patterns of the natural world. In the context of this world view, natural phenomena could be interpreted as manifestations of the will of heaven, and the constellations of the visible astral bodies were interpreted as figurations of the way of heaven.

Xiang, images, were not just likenesses, but analogues, whose forms ‘correlated with eternal features of the universe’, affording practical entailments such as clay images of dragons having the power to attract the rain which was associated with such creatures (Rawson 1999b: 17; 2000: 134). According to this logic, Rawson argues, the representations of palaces and rivers, of officials and soldiers in the emperor’s funerary complex are not simply images, but analogues, which could function in the tomb to sustain an existence for the emperor in the world beyond, to replicate power exactly equivalent to that which he had enjoyed in his former life. Why the huge army? How else to protect himself against the aggrieved spirits of the defeated enemies slaughtered in the series of wars which had secured his position of First Emperor (Rawson 2000: 144; Rawson 2007: 120–45)?

This line of argument should alert us to the possibility that thinking about the figures of the Terracotta Army in terms of the history of Chinese sculpture – born with a precocious naturalistic maturity attributable to ‘influences’ from the West – may be drawing us into a misleading account. If there was no ‘sculpture’ before the Terracotta Army there was certainly a tradition of material representation which anticipates key characteristics of the figures who accompanied the First Emperor (Wu 1999: 732–40). The production of tomb figures, yong ([image: Images]), is mentioned by Confucius as early as the sixth or fifth century BC. Confucius criticized the use of such figures, which he regarded as being too close to real human likenesses, and thus blurring the difference between representation and reality in a way which might seem to encourage human sacrifice in the context of funerals. His admonitions seem to have been heeded only very partially. The later Eastern Zhou period sees the increasing use of such figurines in parallel with a decline in the use of human sacrifices (Wu 2005: 13–15). The figurines are generally placed in compartments surrounding the coffins. These compartments contain a range of objects which define them as rooms with specific purposes: cooking utensils for a kitchen; musical instruments and bronze vessels, together with attendants, in audience halls, designed for ritual performances (Wu 2005: 15–20). An Eastern Zhou burial from Changtaiguan in Henan province, dated to the late fifth/early fourth century BC includes, to the north of the central coffin chamber, a compartment housing two model chariots with drivers (Figure 3.4). In the compartment behind it were found a couch, writing equipment, bamboo slips and two figurines representing secretaries, thus comprising a fully equipped study.

The carefully carved figurines have their clothes painted in black, with fine patterns representing expensive textiles, while fabric was glued to their sleeves, and hair to their heads, for added realism (Rawson 2002: 26–30; Wu 1999: 733–40; Wu 2005: 18–20). Such figurines are dressed and equipped appropriately to their roles, whether cooks, secretaries, musicians, entertainers, servants or guards. Amongst these figures, a range of representational strategies serve to suggest an equivalence between the index and the real human being which it stands in for (Figure 3.5 a–c). Some are brightly painted or have carefully modelled musculature; others wear fancy silk dresses, or sport real hair (Wu 2005: 32–38; So 1999: 40). Others – like the two large-scale figures from Baoshan, each more than a metre in height and originally draped with silk garments – even have articulated limbs, making it easier for them to perform the actions appropriate to their specific roles (Wu 1999: 736–39).
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3.4 Plan of Changtaiguan tomb M1, Xinyang, Henan Province. Fifth to fourth century BC. After Xinyang Chumu (Beijing Wenwu Chubanshe, 1986), Fig. 15. Courtesy Wenwu Chubanshe.



Art historians like Barnhart overlook these figurines, presumably because such cheap tricks as articulated limbs and stick-on hair are not what we associate with a high art form like ‘sculpture’. Following Barnhart, Nickel (2009: 129) seeks to draw a radical distinction between the ‘sculptures’ (Plastiken) of the Terracotta Army and the figures from the earlier Chu and Qin tombs, mere ‘dolls’ (Puppen).7 This is not persuasive. The use of the terracotta figures of the First Emperor’s tomb parallels that of the figures in earlier Chu and Qin tombs, and later Han tombs, since in both cases figures with attributes suitable for performing specific roles (groom, scribe, warrior, etc.), are placed in distinctive chambers within the tombs, designed for the performance of those specific functions (Rawson 1999b: 31–32; So 1999: 38).8 Similarly, the use of real weapons and armour with the same lacquered surface treatment as real armour blurs the boundary between ‘reality’ and ‘representation’ amongst the terracotta warriors by means of strategies of materialization which closely parallel the use of real clothes and hair in the earlier figurines.
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3.5 Early Chinese funerary figurines.

(a) From Mashan, Jiangling, Hubei. Fourth century BC. After Jiangling Mashan yihao Chumu (Beijing: Wenwu, 1985), plate XXXI. Courtesy of Wenwu Chubanshe.

(b) Wooden figure of a warrior, from a fourth century BC Chu tomb. John Hadley Cox Archaeological Study Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives, Gift of John Hadley Cox, 1991. Photographer: John Hadley Cox, 11.1.



Against this background, the Terracotta Army represents simply an extension of a long-existing tradition of material representation, using supplementary means to blur the boundary between index and prototype, most obviously life-size scale and a kind of modular system of mass production which lent an apparent variety to the figures, and extraordinary realism in the detail of their modelling.9 Of course, like his predecessors, Qin Shihuangdi did not hesitate to take hyperrealism to the ultimate level: the wives and concubines who were buried with him as companions in death (ren xun, [image: Images]) must have been very realistic indeed, also with nice silk dresses, lovely black hair, and moveable limbs. What Gell (1998: 153) calls the ‘insensible transition’ between living beings and intersubstitutable art objects is nicely illustrated by the stables, where the bodies of the emperor’s favourite horses are accompanied by [terracotta figures of] their grooms (Rawson 2007: 138, figure 144).10
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(c) From Bao Shan, Hubei. After Bao Shan Chu mu (Beijing: Wenwu, 1991) Vol. 1, Fig. 170. Courtesy of Wenwu Chubanshe.



The new means employed by the First Emperor in the production of the life-size terracotta figures amplified the mediation of imperial agency in comparison with that effected by the earlier miniature figurines in a number of interesting ways, both before and beyond the grave. As we have seen, close equivalence between index and prototype seems to have been important to how these objects were supposed to operate. Correspondingly, quality control was at a premium: no room for poorly fired soft soldiers, potentially weak at the knees in the face of the emperor’s spirit enemies. Quality was maintained through bureaucratic organization of production. The name of the foreman of the team responsible for the production of a figure would be inscribed on the back of the figure, or stamped with a personal seal, sometimes with the inscription ‘gong’ ([image: Images] ‘palace’), identifying the specific palace workshops and the directorate which oversaw the work (Barbieri-Low 2007: 7–9; Nickel 2007: 179; Figure 3.6 a–b). Such signatures or makers’ marks serve not so much to individuate the artists who produced the figures as to render them perfectly passive to the implementation of the emperor’s project, through the surveillance and control he was able to exercise over them.

Just like the emperor’s earthly army, so the Terracotta Army was occasioned by, and a manifestation of, the agency of the emperor, right down to the weapons with which they were equipped, real swords and halberds, still sharp today. Indeed, the weapons are inscribed with the details of their date of production and name of producer, in the palace workshops. In some cases their production date is as early as 245 BC, suggesting they were stored in the imperial armoury before their use by the terracotta warriors, and had perhaps even been used in the military campaigns of the First Emperor (Yates 2007; Nickel 2007: 174–75). The agency which had occasioned the technologically superior army which had secured the unification of China under Qin Shihuangdi’s rule was thus replicated in a virtually identical manner in the artistic production which occasioned the Terracotta Army, ensuring that the transmission of the emperor’s earthly agency would be undiminished beyond the grave. Just one small but crucial alteration was needed, some special equipment for a specially challenging environment: suits of stone armour reputedly capable of protecting their wearer against the spells of the spirits and demons of the world beyond, who were, after all, the most important of the anticipated viewers and opponents of the emperor’s new model army (Lin 2007; Rawson 1999a: 124–25; Rawson 2007: 140).

Art and Agency at the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus

If the primary recipients of the figures in the First Emperor’s tomb complex, after the emperor himself of course, were the inhabitants of the world of the dead, the primary recipients of Mausolus’ tomb and its lavish sculptures were in the world of the living. Mausolus’ tomb chamber was indeed (by comparison with Qin Shihuangdi’s if not the average Greek tomb) a fine and private place, just a few metres square, leaving not much room to squeeze around the sarcophagus in which the corpse was placed. There was no room for any kind of post-mortem embrace: when Mausolus sister-wife Artemisia joined him in the tomb, a few years after his death, her sarcophagus had to be placed in an antechamber outside (Jeppesen 2000: 103). Qin Shihuangdi would probably not have been impressed. Nevertheless, as we shall see, Mausolus’ tomb mediated his agency beyond death in ways every bit as powerful as in the case of the First Emperor, but it did so on the basis of significantly different understandings of what kinds of agency might be transmitted beyond death, and the ways in which visual art might materially mediate such agency.
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3.6 (a) Terracotta armoured infantry man, from Pit 1. 221–210 BC. Photograph: Juxian Xia and Yan Guo.

(b) Characters identifying responsible producers, on the back of a figure. Photograph: Hiromi Kinoshita.



Although there were contexts in which Greeks believed that images could have a living agency analogous to that of human beings, most notably in cult-statues, the dominant mimetic concepts of art militated against this (Vernant 1991). An eikon or ‘image’, the nearest equivalent for the Chinese concept ‘xiang’, was defined in terms of its difference from the true reality, the prototypes, which they represented. At two removes from true reality, the world of the cognizable forms, paintings and sculptures were mere phantoms, ‘really unreal non-being’, ‘playthings’ as Plato dismissively refers to them (Sophist 240b11).

Although some sects like the Orphics developed quite elaborate accounts of eschatological bliss, for the majority in the ancient Greek world there was not much thought of any very fulfilling existence in the afterlife. Separated from the body, the soul might, according to some intellectuals, rejoin the spark of the divine fire from whence it came. More popularly, the soul was conceived as enjoying a diminished status as a mere ‘eidolon’ – an image without substance, a phantom, sometimes represented flitting about the tombs of cemeteries on Attic lekythoi, more generally confined to the gloomy underworld ruled by Hades (Vermeule 1979: 7–11, 33–37; Garland 1985: 48–76). So attenuated was this existence that when Odysseus summons Achilles from the underworld the latter exclaims how much he would rather be the meanest living slave on his father’s estate, than the greatest former hero in the world of the dead (Homer Odyssey XI.489–91). Death, for the Greeks, was the great leveller – king and pauper enjoyed the same status: decaying corpse in this world, insubstantial shade in the next.11

Against this apparently unpromising background, what could a tomb and its images do? Mausolus’ tomb is described in contemporary sources as a mnema, a monument (Hornblower 1982: 232). The concept of monument today is so devalued by worthy but dull works of public art erected in the memory of worthy but dull public figures that it requires some exercise of the imagination to understand quite how powerful a role mnemata, monuments, of various kinds played in the articulation and propagation of cultural memory in ancient Greece. Like many aspects of Greek culture, concepts of memory and memorialization reach back to Homer, who immortalized the fame, the kleos, of the heroes of mythology in his poetry, ensuring that their deeds would be sung down through the ages (Foxhall 1995; Immerwahr 1960). Classical poets like Pindar also sought to immortalize contemporary athletic victors in their poetry. And they did so not by reference to their immediate ancestors, but by reference to those victors’ mythical and even divine ancestors whose vital seed was in a sense reanimated in the athletic victor. In the fifth and fourth centuries BC these concepts extended to works of prose, and to physical monuments. In his Histories, Herodotus (I.i) placed the Persian wars in the context of and on the level of the mythic conflicts between the Greeks and the Trojans. His purpose was that memory of the great and wonderful deeds, the megala kai thomasta erga, above all of the Athenians in the wars against Persia, should not be forgotten but, like the myths, should transcend ordinary human time and be extended into the future. Herodotus also refers to buildings like the pyramids of Egypt as erga, deeds or accomplishments. He describes in detail the measurements of the tomb of Alyattes, the father of Croesus of Lydia, indicating the effort involved in the construction of the tomb as a measure of the greatness of the king (Immerwahr 1960: 263–65).12

It is against this cultural horizon that we can begin to understand the specific character of the agency of the Mausoleum. At Mausolus’ funeral, celebrated in the theatre immediately in front of the precinct of his tomb, a prize competition was held for the finest orators of the Greek world to compete in delivering eulogies, amongst them Theopompos of Chios, Naukrates of Erythrae and possibly the famous Athenian orator Isokrates. A play, Mausolus, by the tragedian Theodektes, was performed – probably about a mythological namesake who prefigured Mausolus’ political success and offered a suitably Greek and heroic genealogy, traced back to the Dorian Herakles and Theseus of Athens, and to the emigration of Ionians to Asia Minor where they took Carian wives (Hornblower 1982: 261, 335).

Like the play, though more enduringly, the figurative sculpture of the Mausoleum permitted Mausolus to act on time itself. This was accomplished through what, on the model of Gell’s (1998: 251–58) analysis of Maori meeting houses, we might call a series of mythical and material ‘protentions’ and ‘retentions’. These stretchings forward and back in time served to augment the impression of Mausolus’ agency which any viewer might abduct from his tomb. The amazonomachy, with Herakles’ defeat of the Amazon queen Hippolyta as its focus, indexes both Mausolus’ heroic genealogy, and one of the major cult centres of Caria, the sanctuary at Labraunda where the axe of Hippolyta was preserved. Together with the frieze of the centauromachy, it frames the kingly achievements of Mausolus, represented in scenes of the hunt and the historical battles between figures of mixed Greek and Persian dress. Mausolus’ victories over men and beasts are depicted both as praiseworthy achievements analogous to their mythic analogues and as parallel manifestations of genealogical virtue inherited from his mythic forebears, depicted in those friezes.

Like Gell’s Maori meeting houses, the retentions of the Mausoleum were artistic and architectural, as well as iconographic. The most notable predecessor to which the Mausoleum looked back was the Athenian Parthenon, also placed in an elevated spot in the middle of a town, overlooking a theatre. The scale and the peripteral colonnade of the Mausoleum lend it a temple-like character (Hoepfner 2002: 418). The amazonomachy and centauromachy friezes of the Mausoleum looked back to the metopes of the same themes on the Parthenon. Just as Athens claimed hegemony in Greece by virtue of her defeat of the Persians at Marathon, memorialized in the Parthenon, and analogized in its centauromachy and amazonomachy metopes, so in framing the representation of his own kingly deeds in the battle scenes with amazonomachy and centauromachy friezes, Mausolus lays claim to succeed Athens as hegemon of the Greek world. One cannot look at the Mausoleum without looking back to the Parthenon, which Mausolus in his monument has surpassed. Presenting to the viewer the deeds of Mausolus in these terms, the Mausoleum projects Mausolus and his family into an extraordinarily exalted position, within the mythological history, the political history, and, as we shall see later, even the art history of the Greek world.

Just as the thematics of the sculpture and its programmatic organization enabled Mausolus to act on time past, refiguring it as a prefiguration of his and his dynastic successors’ historical destiny, so it enabled him to act on the future, ensuring his immortality not just as a great king, but as the founder of a dynasty which would endure in time. Placed at the centre of his newly founded city, the Mausoleum functioned as a kind of ‘ground zero’ for the history of Halicarnassus, the Greek world, and even the larger eastern Mediterranean. Everything leads up to Mausolus, and all will flow from him. The position of the tomb, in the centre of the city, suggests that it was intended to function as a hero-shrine for Mausolus as the founder of the city (Hornblower 1982: 251–61; Jeppesen 1994), and thus also to transmit his position of leadership to his descendants as part of the sungenes ethos, the innate familial virtue – in Gellian terms, the special agentic powers – which they inherited from their ancestors. The Mausoleum provided a frame for the transmission of that dynastic charisma in the context of the cult of Mausolus and his Hekatomnid ancestors, insistently impressing their claims on the tomb’s viewers.13

Material Agencies: Technologies of Enchantment and the Art of Intimidation

The content and the placement of the sculptures of the Mausoleum thus served to celebrate and aggrandize the agency of the tomb’s builder, and to facilitate the intergenerational transmission of a familial charisma. But it indexed and augmented Mausolus’ agency on another level as well. For the Mausoleum effectively to mediate Mausolus’ royal agency in any of the ways already mentioned presupposed that the Mausoleum itself should be worthy of praise (axios logou; Immerwahr 1960: 267–68), able to motivate sustained engagement on the part of viewers, the kinds of engagement that would ensure this was the one of the most looked at and most talked about monuments of the ancient world. This was achieved by contracting the sculptures to four of the most famous artists of the Greek world and their workshops: on the East Scopas, on the North Bryaxis, on the South Timotheos or possibly Praxiteles, and Leochares on the West. The tomb was still not complete even a few years after Mausolus’ death, when his sister-wife Artemisia also died. But, as the Roman art historian Pliny (Natural History XXXVI.30–1) tells us, ‘the artists did not abandon their work until it was completed, judging that it would be a monument of their own glory and their art; and to this day their hands compete – hodieque certant manus’.

The way in which Mausolus acted on his artists and how they acted on the index – the sculptures – is interestingly different from the way Qin Shihuangdi acted on his artists, and they on their indexes. These differences are internally related to the different kinds of agency that the two men’s tombs sought to mediate and transmit. For Qin Shihuangdi, minutely accurate replication of his soldiers was the key to their efficacy in protecting the emperor against the spirits of his defeated enemies in the world beyond the grave. Although there may be grounds for seeing some aspects of the ‘naturalism’ of the terracotta warriors, most notably their life-size scale, as indebted to Western models (Barnhart 2004; Nickel 2009), a peculiarly Chinese technical agency informed their production and thus their specifically aesthetic agency. The coroplasts who produced the figures of the Terracotta Army were not ‘artists’ or ‘sculptors’ as we might understand the term today. On the contrary, they were members of workshops which were also responsible for producing such every day objects as floor tiles, roof tiles and drainage pipes (Ledderose 2000: 51–74; Barbieri-Low 2007: 7–9; Nickel 2007). The legs of the warriors were modelled according to similar procedures and proportions as those used to create drainage pipes. The heads were produced using a mould-based system of modular production which had its roots in the ceramic skills developed for the production of Chinese ritual bronzes. Two types of legs could be combined with four types of boots, and three of shoes. Eight different types of face mould could be combined with a similar variety of prefabricated hair-buns, and so on. The extraordinary variety that this modular system permits is thus at the same time highly regulated and codified. As a result of this mode of production there is something disturbingly uniform about the figures of the Terracotta Army, notwithstanding their much vaunted variety and their extreme naturalism: ‘likenesses of no-one’, as one scholar has dubbed them (Kesner 1995).

These features are sometimes characterized in terms of a ‘lack’ of naturalism – measured against classical Greek norms, of course. Such a perspective seems to underestimate the extraordinary technical skill manifested by the figures of the Terracotta Army. More significantly, it ignores how this uniformity in variety is internally related to the traditional Chinese moulding skills – and modes of social organization of the production of art – employed in the manufacture of the terracotta warriors. These skills and methods were the social and technical foundation for the realization of the specific, politically and ideologically inflected, agency of the warriors. John Hay (1999: 247–52; cf. Hay 1983: 76–83) has argued that these standardized techniques of replication correspond to the concept of ‘fa’ ([image: Images] – norm, mould or model), a concept which had political as well as technical connotations. It is the term normally translated as ‘law’ in English, and used of the ‘legalists’ (fajia – [image: Images]) who shaped the political ideology and practice of the Qin state. Just as weights, measures and scripts were rationalized into a uniform and coordinated system, so were people. They were organized into households which could not legally include more than one able-bodied male in their number; into ‘wu’ or mutual responsibility groups of ten persons, responsible primarily for reporting each others crimes to higher authorities (or for being punished collectively if they did not). People were ranked according to a system of some twenty statuses, determined by (codified) levels of achievement in their service on behalf of the state. They were punished according to the severity of their offences (categorized in a systematic hierarchy), and the miscreant’s rank in the official status hierarchy (Loewe 2007: 64–67, 70–75).

All these practices involved, literally or metaphorically, moulding and modelling, shaping people and practices to fixed standards. These practices of shaping to standards (fa) were, like figuring or imaging (xiang), perceived to be intimately connected in the links which were formulated between celestial order, imperial order, and the corresponding ordering of society realized through the organs of the imperial state (Hay 1983: 81).14 The strange uniformity amidst variety characteristic of the terracotta warriors, the specific product of their moulding to standards, was doubtless a desired component of the figures. It allowed them to effect in their viewers the same ordering which informed their production – a somewhat unsettling experience for modern viewers precisely because the character of personhood they inculcate is so different from that of modern Western individualism, notwithstanding that ‘naturalism’ provides a formal basis both for modern portraiture and for the figures of the Terracotta Army. Indexing the agency of Qin Shihuangdi, and the material state apparatuses at his disposal, the warriors of the Terracotta Army are designed to intimidate as a mass at a glance, not to engage sustained aesthetic contemplation (Figure 3.3).

The sculptures of the Mausoleum, particularly the Amazon frieze, the best surviving component, though of course also ‘naturalistic’ in a general way, are, by contrast with the figures of the Terracotta Army, manifestations of extraordinary displays of individual artistic virtuosity – what Gell would see as examples of art’s power as a technology of enchantment. The varying design and proportions of the figures, the configuration of groups, the treatment of movement, the use of drapery to add drama or balance a composition: all these components foreground different styles of individual facture so distinctively that even today much scholarly ink is consumed, seeking to attribute different stretches of the frieze to different artists named by Pliny (Robertson 1975: 450–52; Cook 1989; 2005: 17–28; Wesenberg 1993: 172–78). Slab 1014 (Figure 3.7a) acquires its compositional structure from the rhythm of the four strong diagonals marked by its four figures, two pairs of duelling Amazons and Greeks. The figures themselves are compact and powerful, particularly the men with their superbly modelled muscular abdomens turned in three-quarters or frontally towards the viewer, each figure thrusting forward and gaining the upper hand against his Amazon opponent. The most distinctive figure of the group is the wonderful Amazon, whose tunic flies open as she wields her axe, revealing the fleshy forms of her breast and buttocks. Her twisting figure, framed by its drapery, seems to open the frieze into fully three-dimensional space. It recalls the famous Maenad by Scopas, similarly revealed by a twisting pose (Stewart 1990: figure 547), and the slab has therefore generally been attributed to Scopas or his workshop.

Slab 1021 (Figure 3.7b) has a rather different design. In place of the more traditional three-quarter and frontal views of slab 1014, the sculptor here explores ambitiously foreshortened perspectives from the back of figures, notably the two male figures second and fourth from right. The off-balance and momentary postures of the falling Greek and Amazon lend the scene an extraordinary immediacy which contrasts with the more statuesque, composed character of slab 1014. The drama of the scene is further enhanced by the use of dramatic wind-blown drapery, augmenting the impression of violent movement of the two victorious Greeks. This device was eschewed by the sculptor of 1014, perhaps because a background filled with agitated drapery would have distracted the viewer’s attention from the modelling of his figures and the space-creating torsion of his twisting Amazon, which were the primary devices through which he demonstrated his individual artistic virtuosity. The proportions of the figures of 1021 also differ from those of slab 1014 – taller and slimmer, with smaller heads, betraying the beginnings of a transformation in the canonical depiction of the male body characteristic of the generation of Lysippus, and perhaps amongst the Mausoleum sculptors best associated with Leochares (Robertson 1975: 450–52; Ashmole 1972: 168–73; Wesenberg 1992).
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3.7 (a–b) Slabs 1014 and 1021 from the Amazonomachy Frieze of the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, c. 350 BC. British Museum. Photographs: Stuart Laidlaw.



Like the clay of the Terracotta Army, the marble of the Mausoleum offered material affordances which reinforced the character of the agency the sculptures served to transmit. Cut marble, by contrast with the mould-made figures of the Terracotta Army, lent itself to the individual virtuosity in the design and carving of each single figure which we have already discussed. Marble was also a medium celebrated for its capacity to capture and reflect light. The Greek term for marble, marmaros, refers to the capacity of this crystalline stone to ‘shine and sparkle’ (marmairein, Steiner 2001: 214; with Liddell and Scott 1968, s.v. marmairo, marmaros, etc.). Even when painted, marble retains its capacity to absorb and retransmit light, so that the sculptures of a monument like the Mausoleum would have been characterized by a kind of living glow even in their polychromy. The use of marble quite literally lent an added lustre to the deeds of Mausolus and his ancestors which it celebrated. The visual properties of the sculptures, their complexity and luminosity, like those of some of the decorative objects Gell (1998: 72–95) discusses, both attracted the gaze and slowed viewing, creating an ongoing relationship between index and recipient. The Mausoleum sculptures operate by captivating their viewer, seducing him or her over time, into admiration of Mausolus as both king and connoisseur. The agency of Mausolus and the agency of his artists thus mutually index each other in a virtuous agency-augmenting recursive loop – even today, as Pliny pointed out: hodieque certant manus.

Distributed Rulers: Mausolus’ and Qin Shihuangdi’s Post-mortem Personhood

The difference between the two styles of material agency is perhaps nicely emblematized by how the two monarchs represented themselves, and in particular how they used material culture to operate on their own bodies in the tomb. Mausolus’ image was in all likelihood all over the Mausoleum: certainly in the hunting and battle scenes, possibly among the parade of ancestors, and also as an enthroned figure who was perhaps a focus for sacrificial offering in hero-cult.15 Qin Shihuangdi, by contrast, is more or less invisible even in his own tomb complex: this is in perfect keeping with how the tomb and its figures are supposed to operate. In contemporary political thought, the emperor’s authority was described not so much in terms of his personal power as in terms of the central position he occupied in the court, framed by layers of surrounding courtiers, feudal lords, barbarian chieftains and so on. So in the tomb, the emperor’s enduring authority is articulated by the empty places or positions, the wei ([image: Images]) which invoke his presence. These positions amongst his troops or in his chariot are left empty precisely in order for the emperor to be able to step into them (Wu 2005: 25–28).

Until the tomb-mound is excavated, we cannot know exactly how the emperor’s body was treated, but we may be certain that it was processed in a way designed to preserve it intact over time. I would like to think that it involved a lot of jade, as was common for earlier Chinese royal burials, perhaps even a jade-suit like those worn by his Han successors (Rawson 1999b: 49–50). Such suits came complete with ear-plugs, nose-plugs and mouth stoppers – all designed to stop vital essence seeping out of the body through its orifices, or demons getting in and causing decomposition (Lin 2007). Only if he was preserved materially intact in this way could the emperor hope to take up the positions made available for him in the underground universe constructed by the terracotta figures who surrounded him in his tomb. The agency of the emperor, though exercised in a different realm than that of the living, is extended into an eternal present in the world beyond as a real bodily agency, just like that of the warriors, with their real, very sharp, weapons.

The proliferation of images of Mausolus works only because they are understood to be images of Mausolus, not analogues or substitutes. Material Mausolus, the body of the dead king, was placed in a sarcophagus in the tomb chamber. Sarcophagus literally translated means ‘flesh-eater’: in other words, it was a means (like cremation, which could conceivably also have preceded Mausolus’ burial) to unburden the deceased of his temporal fleshly encumbrances (Jeppesen 2000: 88–121). The material processing and entombment of Mausolus’ body thus serves to separate two Mausoluses: the bodily Mausolus of human time, represented in the battle and hunt sculptures, from the eternal Mausolus entering mythical or monumental time, represented in the chariot group on the top of the Mausoleum and in a sense by the Mausoleum as a whole. The human Mausolus is definitively dead, his finite bodily agency extinguished. But his funerary monument projects him into mythical time, materializing a form of agency which could be enduringly experienced by the monument’s viewers, and appropriated by Mausolus’ dynastic successors, in actual historical time.

Conclusion: Art and Agency and Comparative Art History

How has the use of Gell’s account of art as agency enhanced our understanding of the sculptures of the Tomb of the First Emperor and the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus? The concepts of the art nexus, and the algebra of the Gellograms, have allowed us to analyse the two monuments in terms which are equally relevant and applicable to monuments from two radically discrepant cultures. That is to say Gell’s vocabulary makes the art of the two monuments commensurable. In doing so, however, it does not reduce them to their lowest common denominators, as some of the more positivistic paradigms in archaeology and anthropology might do: big tombs represent big men and their power (cf. Cherry 2007: 292). On the contrary, Gell’s emphasis on the material mediation of agency – from the patron (the primary ‘recipient’ and agent), to the artist, to the index, to the viewer (the ultimate recipient, and patient) – entails a detailed exploration of the cultural concepts, the social relations and the material practices which shape the relationships between the human and the artefactual domains at each juncture in this nexus.

This approach affords new and richer understandings of key aspects of both funerary complexes. We come to see how the materials and the specific artistic techniques used in the manufacture of the sculptures not only reflect a specific social organization of production, but also serve to (quite literally) impress on viewers, and thus transmit into the future, the specific character of the social agency of the rulers whose tombs they embellish. We see how different concepts of images, and the relationship between representation and ‘reality’, inform the social uses made of sculptures, the specific audiences to whom they are directed, and the material attributes with which they need to be endowed to exercise the agency required of them in their original contexts: from the real weapons and stone armour at the disposal of the terracotta warriors in their fight against the emperor’s enemies in the afterlife, to the fluttering drapery and ideal nudity of the figures on the friezes of the Mausoleum, which compels the attention and admiration of viewers for the dynastic charisma of Mausolus and his family, reaching back to the heroic age and stretching forward into an indeterminate future. At each level of analysis, the comparisons facilitated by Gell’s framework sharpen our perception of the specific character of the corresponding sets of choices made in the creation of the two sets of sculptures. Further, the comparative framework helps to drive forward the formal and the contextual – social, cultural, material – analysis which enables us to explain those choices and to understand their larger ramifications amongst the networks of people and objects of which these monuments were once a part.

Gell’s model of the art nexus, and his theorization of art as agency, has left us a powerful framework for the comparative analysis of art. Iconographic comparisons have, in the past, not taken us very far, coming up either with somewhat trivial parallels (kings tend to be represented on a larger scale than followers), or a stress on the incommensurability of the cultural meanings encoded even in images which look the same – the classic problem of iconographic disjunction. Comparisons starting from style almost always seem to presuppose one or other tradition – normally the Western tradition – as an aesthetic norm, comparing Chinese landscapes with Western ones largely in terms of the absence of perspective and chiaroscuro, or Egyptian sculpture with Greek in terms of the lack of naturalism. Archaeological and sociological approaches have afforded more ‘objective’ comparisons, focusing on the broad social functions of art, but generally without really getting to grips with the specific material characteristics of the art objects which engaged our interest in the first place. With the art nexus and an emphasis on the material mediation of agency, we are able to commensurate in an even-handed way the art objects of radically different cultures by means of a mode of analysis which insists that it is only through attention to the material specifics of the works of art that we can understand their simultaneously social and aesthetic agency.
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Notes

1. There are, of course, other recent approaches which move in a similar direction, focusing on issues of materiality and facture, notably Summers (2003) and Meskell and Joyce (2003); but this is not the place to discuss them.

2. The bibliography on the Mausoleum is extensive, and there is continuing debate over the exact character of the reconstruction of the monument, though not in details which would materially affect the arguments which I wish to make here. Jenkins (2006: 203–35) offers an excellent up-to-date discussion, and I largely follow his account throughout. For the broader historical context, see Hornblower (1982: 223–74).

3. As of course is the bibliography, particularly on the Terracotta Army. The best recent overview in English is Portal (ed.) (2007), with full bibliography, the essays in which provide the primary reference point for my account.

4. Cf. Nickel (2009: 125), who refers to the figures of the Terracotta Army as marking a ‘golden age’ (Blütezeit) of early Chinese sculpture.

5. This interesting argument was presented in a lecture by Lukas Nickel (2008). Nickel draws a parallel between the inscribed stelai erected by the First Emperor on the sacred mountains he visited during tours of inspection of his kingdom (see Kern 2007) and the inscribed pillars and rock carvings of Mauryan monarchs in third century India, like Ashoka (274–232 BC). Both these epigraphic practices, and the adoption of monumental sculpture, Nickel argues, can be seen as forms of emulation of rituals of rulership characteristic of kingdoms to the west of China. Nickel (2009) develops Barnhart’s linking of the terracotta warriors with Hellenistic sculpture in Afghanistan with evidence that the creation of some major bronze sculptures in the Qin capital Xianyang was connected by the First Emperor and his contemporaries with peoples beyond the western extremes of his realm.

6. Both Barnhart and Nickel use ‘influence’ as their primary theoretical concept in explaining the character of the figures of the Terracotta Army. This has the effect of minimizing the factors internal to Chinese culture which may have played a part in the openness of Qin China to such ‘influences’, and the particular way in which such putative influences were received, repackaged and transformed to play a role within Chinese concepts and practices of figurative representation. On the limiting character of the concept of influence, see Baxandall’s classic ‘Excursus against Influence’ (1985: 59–62) and, in the Chinese context, John Hay (1999: 247–52) on the Terracotta Army.

7. Gell’s comment (1998: 18) that works of art are simply adults’ dolls seems particularly pertinent here.

8. Though more rare in Qin areas than Chu in the last centuries of the Warring States period, the elaboration of this practice by the First Emperor and his Han successors is part of a larger process in the integration of Chinese culture in which Chu traditions seem to have been particularly favoured (Rawson 1999b, 7, 19–20, 30–49; So 1999). On early Qin tomb figures, see Hu (1981). On early Chu figurines, see Hunan Sheng Bowuguan (1959: 54–55, figs. 4–5); Shanxi Sheng Kaogu Yanjiusuo (1984); Li (1993).

9. I do not mean to imply by this that knowledge of Western examples, at whatever degree of remove, may not have played a role in inspiring the Terracotta Army; only to put the receptivity of the First Emperor to such influences in a broader context. This involved: first, a long-term transformation in the institution of art in late Bronze/early Iron Age China (c.500–100 BC), in which figurative art played an increasingly important role, at the expense of the ornamental ritual bronzes which had almost exclusive predominance in the Bronze Age (Wu 1995: 77–142; 2005: 13–22; Rawson 2002); second, a long-term, and deepening, interaction between the group of states which came to form China and civilizational traditions on and beyond their Western borders (Rawson 1999b: 21–30). The unification of China, not surprisingly, intensified such processes to the point of marking a threshold transition (Rawson 1999b).

10. Sacrificed horses were also found on the steps leading to the grave chamber of the Mausoleum (Hoepfner 2002: 420), a traditional component of heroic sacrifice on the Homeric model, but of course without the kind of plastically modelled grooms of the tomb of the First Emperor.

11. The Mausoleum later became a rhetorical topos for the vanity of human wishes. In his Dialogues of the Dead, the Roman writer Lucian describes a conversation in the underworld between Mausolus and the Cynic philosopher Diogenes. Mausolus boasts of his great tomb, ‘outdoing that of any other of the dead not only in its size but in its finished beauty, with horses and men reproduced most perfectly in the fairest marble’. Diogenes mocks him, pointing out that Mausolus’ bald skull is as ugly as his own, and ‘with all that marble pressing down on you, you have a heavier burden to bear than any of us’; discussion Jenkins (2006: 209–10).

12. The pyramidal roof of the Mausoleum may well be intended to echo the pyramids of the pharaohs, as exemplary monarchic erga – Hornblower (1982: 244–51) with discussion also of Persian models which may be emulated by the Mausoleum.

13. The exact status of Mausolus after his death is a matter of some debate. One argument suggests that Mausolus was not just heroized, but divinized, and that this is implied by the Apolline imagery of the chariot ascending heavenwards on the roof of the Mausoleum (Hornblower 1982: 261). Either concept of Mausolus’ post-mortem status would be consistent with the argument I have developed, although the exact location and specific character of the familial charisma abducted from the Mausoleum would of course vary accordingly.

14. Hay (1983: 41) appositely quotes an explanatory passage in Guanzi, chapter 66: ‘The codification of fa: this is the fa-ing of the proper positions of heaven and earth, the imaging (xiang) of the passage of the [cosmic process in the] four seasons, for the purpose of governing sub-celestial existence.’

15. The state of survival of the sculpture makes certainty about the presence and placement of sculptures of Mausolus impossible. The best candidate amongst the surviving sculptures is the colossal seated figure, with purple cloak (Jenkins 2006: 218, fig. 215). Most scholars have argued that Mausolus was represented at least in the chariot, in the colossal sculptural groups (in the context of a hunting party on one side, in the performance of his duties as the ruler of Halicarnassus on the opposite side – Jeppesen 2000: 59) and in the life-size battle scenes. Confidence in such reconstructions is in part based on the multiple appearances of the king Erbinna on the Nereid monument from Xanthos (390–380 BC), one of the Mausoleum’s most important models (Jenkins 2006: 186–202), and of Abdolonymus, King of Sidon, on the so-called ‘Alexander Sarcophagus’, where the iconography of the animal hunt and of Greco-Persian collaboration seems indebted to the Mausoleum as predecessor (Stewart 1990: 193–95).
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CHAPTER 4



THE NETWORK OF STANDARD STOPPAGES (C.1985)*

Alfred Gell

The topic I intend to discuss in this paper is the representation of duration and the problem of continuity in the visual arts, specifically the works of Marcel Duchamp. But before I enlarge on my theme, it may be as well for me to explain why I think it is one which has a certain anthropological relevance, quite apart from general cultural interest.

I have two main arguments to put forward on this score. First of all, the formative period of twentieth-century art (i.e. 1890–1925) coincides exactly with the formative period of our own subject. The intellectual currents which created the distinctively ‘modern’ sensibility in the visual arts were active elsewhere in the domain of culture. Scientists, philosophers and sociologists form a common constituency in modern technological societies, which also includes practitioners and critics of the various arts, and what each does has an impact on what the others are doing.

That this is so is a commonplace enough observation, but it is one to which we pay insufficient heed because of the overriding rigidity of disciplinary boundaries. But if we really want to understand the historical underpinnings of the texts which still form the point of departure for serious theoretical efforts in anthropology – the texts of Durkheim, Mauss, Boas or Malinowski – then it is clearly essential that these texts be understood in the light of the dominant ideas in the cultural field which characterised the epoch in which they came into being.

The significance we should attach to the cultural circumstances which gave rise to anthropology as a distinct subject has been reinforced recently by the growing recognition of the ‘reflexivity’ of anthropological investigations. If it is true, as is now widely accepted, that anthropological work involves a continual interplay between the cultural presuppositions of the anthropologising and anthropologised-upon parties, it is all the more necessary for anthropologists to be aware of the formative influences which have shaped their own cultural experience.

The second reason for making a particular study of the cultural influences at play during the ‘early modernist’ period at the beginning of the present century is that many of the dominant issues which preoccupied both the originators of anthropological theory and the artists and writers who were their contemporaries remain salient issues to this day. We need to continually renew our contact with this formative period, not only because historical study of the origins of anthropological theory is the major source of theoretical renewal in the present, but because, by means of ‘lateral’, rather than narrowly ‘vertical’, excavation of the foundations of anthropology we can come across a variety of illuminating sidelights on many of our most pressing problems.

Such ‘lateral excavations’ are what I intend to undertake here. In particular, I hope to show that Duchamp’s struggle to represent ‘the fourth dimension’ visually involves certain conceptual strategies which are just as applicable in anthropological contexts as they are in pictorial ones. Essentially, Duchamp was concerned to construct a model system for transcending the opposition between the discontinuity of temporal ‘moments’ (and the discontinuity between ‘images’ and/or ‘concepts’ corresponding to moments abstracted from time) and the continuity inherent in temporal duration itself.

We still have the problem. We still continually hear this or that anthropological theory lambasted on the grounds that it ‘cannot handle change’. But where does one look for a coherent account of what might be meant by ‘change’ – as opposed to a rag-bag of historical-particularist accounts of particular states of affairs or ‘situations’ brought about by the operation of particular causative factors at particular times and places? The construction of such historical-particularist accounts of ‘change’ is work of a kind which can most conveniently be left to historiographers.

Anthropologists, red-blooded ones at least, are prone to live more adventurously, in the Badlands which lie beyond History. But this means that anthropologists need to think about societies and cultures, and the ways in which they change/remain the same, in ways which would not occur naturally to historians. The sought-for anthropological account of ‘change’ is not a summation of historical-particularist causal explanations for this-that-or-the-other observed change, but a class of structural models which seek to expose the possibilities and constraints which govern the transformation of elements in structurally integrated systems of relationships forming a totality.

The provision of such systematic models of change neither advances nor impedes the search for particular explanations of particular historical facts. It bypasses, or rather, leap-frogs over, the problem of historical explanation, per se, and focuses attention instead on the phenomenon of change as a problem of order and its transformations; the order that we might otherwise seek in a cycle of myths, the grammar of a language, or – as in this case – the oeuvre of an artist.

The burden of my paper is that the work of Marcel Duchamp can be read as an extended commentary on the problem of temporal order and its transformations; that it advances a certain metaphysic of temporality which is both present – at the level of the microcosm – in the iconography of particular works, and that the same metaphysic of temporal order is present, at the macrocosmic scale, in the structural properties of Duchamp’s oeuvre regarded as a whole. It is therefore highly relevant to the anthropologist for two reasons; firstly because it presents us with an exceptionally coherent and codified instance of the phenomenon of temporal transformation, on which we can try out various modelling strategies, and secondly because, by virtue of certain structural features which I will identify in due course, it points us in a specific direction in the search for solutions.

As I remarked, the historically formative period in the development of modern art coincides with the historically formative years of social anthropology, particularly the heyday of the Année Sociologique. It also coincides with the period during which pragmatism came into existence via the work of William James and George Herbert Mead, and the period of Edmund Husserl’s development of phenomenology. There are numerous interconnexions between these intellectual currents, which I can hardly hope to explore very far in a single paper. James, Mead and Husserl are figures who have had an acknowledged influence on anthropology, and I will show that their ideas are relevant to the art of Marcel Duchamp as well. But it is with another intellectual of the period that I intend to begin the discussion; the rather more shadowy figure of Henri Bergson.

The entire period was one which was dominated by the philosophy of Bergson, a figure much less influential today than any of the ones I have mentioned, but at that time the equivalent of Lévi-Strauss or Chomsky. Bergson’s philosophy, which could be tentatively summed up as anti-rationalist Kantianism, pervades James and Mead, is closely linked to Husserl at certain points (particularly in relation to the problem of temporality) and can also be detected as an essential ingredient of the later Durkheim and Mauss, though it would require a separate paper to demonstrate this fact and its significance.

Bergson’s influence has been often detected in the domain of the arts as well. Proust’s Bergsonism is well documented; ‘Bergsonian’ elements in the Cubism of Picasso and Braque remain conjectural, at least in the eyes of such recent scholars as Linda Henderson, to whom I shall return. Whatever the verdict of historians on the particular problem of ascribing, and documenting, the influence of particular Bergsonian ideas on particular individuals and their works, I think it is anthropologically justifiable to seek in Bergson’s philosophy the ‘Reference Myth’ (myth de réference) of the age. It is in conjunction with, or by contrariety towards, this abstract structure of ideas that the particular developments, in psychology, sociology and the arts, which characterised this period, most coherently form an order. In saying this I do not in the least wish to assert that Bergson is primarily responsible for the ideas which are typical of modernism and in one form or another still survive; indeed Bergson’s limitations as an originator of ideas are sufficiently attested by his subsequent rapid decline in popularity and influence. But Bergson provides the most centrally positioned point of departure for the exploration of the culture of modernism in its nascent stages, and for that reason I will begin with him.

*  *  *

We can begin with the problem of the relation between Bergson and Cubism which I mentioned a moment ago. The kernel of Bergson’s ideas are contained in his opposition between the discontinuous, artificially stabilised, geometrised, timeless order of conceptual thought, which is essentially oriented towards action and accomplishment, and the continuous, unbounded, malleable, self-transforming order of durée, and the cognitive mode which corresponds to it, which is metaphysics, which tends towards understanding and transcendence, rather than action.

Now art historians have noted that Cubism, despite its geometrical-sounding name, originated in the efforts of Cézanne to overcome the geometrical strait-jacket which had held Western art in its embrace since the time of Giotto. Cézanne shows us cups and saucers whose outline corresponds to what is visible not from one central perspective, but from more than one such perspective. Similarly, comparison of certain of Cézanne’s late landscapes with photographs taken from the points at which the artist is known to have positioned his easel reveal the interesting fact that parts of Mont St Michel are shown which are not actually visible from the painter’s vantage-point, but only from further down the road shown curving away in the foreground. The resultant pictorial effect is that one has a peculiar sense of being drawn into the landscape which, because of its geometrical distortion, compels one to follow the painter’s own trajectory in space in order to reconstitute it coherently.

Cézanne’s limited experiments with what one might call ‘continuous perspective’ are Bergsonian, not because there is much likelihood that Cézanne read Bergson, or that Bergson would have approved of Cézanne (we know for certain that Bergson detested avant-garde art) but that, in response to certain cultural synchronicities, both represent reactions away from 19th-century positivism in the direction of a philosophy of continuity. Exactly the same interpretation (in terms of continuity vs. discontinuity) can be placed on Cézanne’s important dictum that ‘colour modulates form’ (and not outlines and/or shadows) – forms emerge out of a continuous field or colour, rather than being something inherently possessed by isolated ‘objects’ surrounded by ‘empty’ space.

‘Continuous perspective’ and ‘form modulated by colour’ provided the technical basis for the development of Cubism by Braque and Picasso. It is in relation to these artists and the later Cubists such as Metzinger, Gris and Duchamp that the debate about whether Bergson ‘influenced’ Cubism is conducted. From an anthropological point of view it seems to me to be perfectly consistent to deny that Bergson had any direct historical responsibility for the formation of the Cubist style, and simultaneously to affirm that Cubism cannot be understood except in a Bergsonian light. It is the possibility of this apparently self-contradictory position which sets us apart from the historians, and so it is worthwhile examining it in a little more detail.

Certain art historians (e.g. Gray 1953: 87ff.) have noted that passages occur in Bergson which appear, at first sight, like descriptions of Cubist pictures. Thus:

Suppose we wish to portray . . . a living picture . . . [a] way of proceeding is to take a series of snapshots . . . and to throw these instantaneous views on a screen . . . Such is the contrivance of the cinematograph, and such is the nature of our knowledge . . . We take snapshots, as it were, of passing reality; and as these are characteristic of the reality, we only have to string them on a becoming, abstract, uniform, and invisible, situated at the back of the apparatus of knowledge, in order to imitate what there is that is characteristic of this becoming itself. Perception, intellection, and language so proceed in general. (Bergson 1911: 331–32)

If we were to turn at once to some fragmented, multifaceted, Cubist picture, it might indeed seem that an effort had been made to reproduce Bergson’s description of ‘cinematographic perception’. But Gray’s argument is open to certain insuperable objections which have recently been raised by Linda Henderson in a remarkable work on the intellectual sources of modernism (1983). She points out, perfectly correctly, that there are no Bergsonian references in contemporary documentary sources on Cubist aesthetics. This is much less serious, however, than her further objection that the whole point of Bergson’s discussion of ‘cinematic perception’ is to criticise it and to expose its fallacious basis, not to promote it as a model which artists might want to imitate. If what Cubist paintings show us is the fragmentary, discontinuous, world of cinematographic perception, then far from representing the philosophy of continuity, as I am claiming, they are doing precisely the reverse.

And in fact, Cubist theoreticians emphatically rejected a cinematographic reading of their work, emphasising their goal as the unification and universalisation of space and form. But the fact remains that Cubism, as a style, both suggested a cinematographic reading, and signally failed to suggest spatial continuity, for the good reason that efforts to radicalise Cézanne’s rather sly use of multiple perspectives inevitably led to an appearance of fragmentation. Picasso, Braque and Gris simply accepted this state of affairs, and exploited its possibilities: Cubists of a purist stamp, such as Gliezes and Metzinger, tried to overcome it by retreating to a style closer to Cézanne’s.

Bergson’s problem, the problem of continuity, can therefore be justifiably considered to correspond, at a metaphysical level, to the Cubist’s problem of spatial-pictorial continuity. But Bergson could hardly have been a source of encouragement to the Cubists because he strenuously argued that perception, being cinematographic, gives us only discontinuous, partial, transient objects, rather than the plenitude of durée. And contemporary painters, even Cubist painters, were instinctively perceptual realists.

At this point I can introduce Duchamp himself into the discussion. Duchamp became a Cubist in 1911–12, having occupied himself for the previous few years painting a series of symbolist pictures whose predominantly initiatory themes would seem to have been drawn straight from the pages of Van Gennep (another of those cultural synchronicities it would be so interesting to explore). In 1912, Duchamp painted the notorious picture Nude Descending a Staircase (Figure 4.1) which resulted in him being officially expelled from the Cubist movement, whose adherents excluded him thereafter from their exhibitions. His crime? Cinematism. Nude Descending a Staircase affronted the ‘pure’ Cubists because it revealed frankly what official Cubism denied, viz. that the unification of space was accomplished in time, and that the representation of this unification was inevitably cinematographic in character while any pretence at perceptual realism was being maintained. Nude Descending a Staircase was an Awful Warning to the effect that Bergson’s strictures on the attempt to provide a spatial image of durée were inexorable.

Duchamp was excluded because he was a futurist deviationist, i.e. he appeared to be embracing the futurist view, promulgated by Boccioni, an open and explicit Bergsonian, that the ‘fourth dimension’ (the Cubists’ Holy Grail) was time. But Duchamp’s crime was probably not so much his futurist deviationism as his dangerous propensity for mockery and irony, which sorted ill with the ultra-serious Cubist collective image. Duchamp was the first artist to have attempted to paint humorous works in the Cubist style; the Nude Descending a Staircase is such a one; Dulcinea (1912), which brings us closer to the main theme of this paper, is another outstanding example.
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4.1 Duchamp, Marcel (1887–1968). Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, oil on canvas, 1912. Philadelphia Museum of Art, Pennsylvania, USA / The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection, 1950 / The Bridgeman Art Library. © Succession Marcel Duchamp/ADAGP, Paris and DACS, London 2012.



We see a woman pursuing a rotary course through the picture space, becoming progressively divested of her clothes as she does so. To the element of cinematism is added an element of striptease, reminding us that the first sketches of Duchamp’s masterpiece The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors, Even, eventually completed in 1923, lie only a year or so away in the future. It is this element of playful sarcasm – the ‘stripping’ of ‘Dulcinea’ is simultaneously a ‘stripping’ of her inherently lustful attitude of the painter and spectator towards the female model – which should alert us to the possibility of taking a third view of the relations between Bergsonism and Cubism more nuanced than either the Gray view that Bergson ‘influenced’ Cubism, and the Henderson view that he did no such thing. Duchamp was likely to have been acquainted with Bergson’s ideas, since he was an up-to-date intellectual of the period. And it is surely plausible to suggest that Duchamp painted these pictures precisely to demonstrate the nullity of the Cubist search for the unifying ‘fourth dimension’ in the pictorial language that he was later to dismiss as belonging to ‘retinal’ art, and its inevitable degeneration into fragmentation and cinematism, despite earnest intentions to the contrary. These pictures are brilliant satires on the Cubist style he was to abandon immediately upon completing them.

But these mocking farewells to Cubism, delivered with such panache, did not mean that Duchamp could escape from the essential Bergsonian problem which the Cubists had so signally failed to resolve. Henderson shows how he continued to wrestle with the problem, transferring it to a level of symbolic evocation, rather than persisting in doomed efforts to represent the unrepresentable. The iconographic analysis of Duchamp’s output, from this point onwards, consists of tracing his unremitting pursuit of the Cheshire-cat-like ‘fourth dimension’, which comes to stand both for a kind of mythologised realm, an echo of the fourth-dimensional fantasies of Hinton, Ouspenski and Pawlovski, and at other times a mathematical theorem conjured from the rather obdurate pages of Poincaré and Jouffret.

The mockery at the Cubists’ expense which I have just identified in connection with the Nude Descending a Staircase and Dulcinea has a serious point to it; namely, that it implies a recognition of the intractability of the problem of continuity. We see (if we are so lucky, otherwise we imagine) nudes walking down staircases, a complete, continuous movement which unfolds in a vivid present and shades into a proximate past and future: but should we attempt to intellectually reconstruct that seeing, either in language or in visual representations, we are not able to greatly improve on the stilted and irredeemably immobile freeze-frame sequences of Marey or Muybridge. Bergson’s opinion was that only the articulation of cinematographic perception with our own interior durée, whose spontaneity mirrors the evolving and self-transforming durée of the cosmos, enables these frozen perceptions to come to life. But in proposing this solution, Bergson was voicing a trend in philosophical thought which had both more down-to-earth exponents, of whom the most important and engaging was William James, and also more subtle ones, notably Husserl, whose account of temporal continuity I will expand at a later stage. All three philosophers (James, Bergson and Husserl) approached the topic of time with the problem of continuity and discontinuity uppermost in their minds. In fact, continuity is an ancient problem in this branch of philosophy with a history which stretches back at least as far as the paradoxes of Zeno.

In the ninth chapter of Principles of Psychology, William James (1890) explores the basis of the continuity inherent in any sequence of mental experiences over time, a continuity which constantly seems to be denied in the language we are obliged to employ when we attempt to describe our mental life; language which divides up the continuous stream of consciousness into a discontinuous succession of separate ‘thoughts’, ‘impressions’, ‘sensations’, and so on. How is the instantaneousness of this present moment-in-being, and the fixity of this impression, image or sensation, to be reconciled with the fact that we retain a sense of continuity over time in the succession of our mental states, so that each one flows into the next without perceptible transitions?

In responding to this question as a strictly psychological problem, James introduces his notion of the ‘specious present’, an expanded present centred on the moment-in-being but surrounded with a ‘fringe’ of pastness and presentness. Successive mental states are compared to a series of overlapping waves, whose peaks correspond to particular impressions, and whose ascending and descending slopes correspond to the coming-into-awareness and dying-away of successive impressions. The declining slope of the preceding wave of consciousness in a series overlaps the ascending slope of the next succeeding wave, and so on for the next, and the next.

James continues:

As we take, in fact, a general view of the wonderful stream of our consciousness, what strikes us first is this different pace of its parts. Like a bird’s life, it seems to be made of an alteration of flights and perchings . . . The resting places are usually occupied by sensorial imaginings of some sort, whose peculiarity is that they can be held before the mind for an indefinite time, and contemplated without changing; the places of flight are filled with thoughts of relations, static or dynamic, that for the most part obtain between the matters contemplated in the periods of comparative rest.

Let us call the resting places the ‘substantive parts’ and the places of flight the ‘transitive parts’ of thought. (James 1890: 158)

Now that rings a bell of some sort, does it not, fellow anthropologists? You are right; this is the Dakota wise man, cited by Durkheim and later by Lévi-Strauss, in his brilliant discussion of Bergson in the final chapter of Totemism (1962). Here are the two texts so startlingly brought together there by Lévi-Strauss:

Everything as it moves, here and there, makes stops. The bird as it flies stops in one place to make its nest, and in another to rest in its flight. A man when he goes forth stops when he wills. So the God has stopped. The sun, which is so bright and beautiful, is one place where he has stopped. The moon, the stars, the winds, he has been with. The trees, the animals, are all where he has stopped, and the Indian thinks of these places and sends his prayers there to reach the place where God has stopped and win help and a blessing. (Dorsey 1894, cited in Lévi-Strauss 1964: 98)

And Bergson:

A great current of creative energy gushes forth through matter, to obtain from it what it can. At most points it is stopped; these stops are transmuted, in our eyes, into the appearance of so many living species, that is, organisms in which our perception, being essentially analytic and synthetic, distinguishes a multitude of elements combining to fulfil a multitude of functions; but the process of organisation was only the stop itself, a simple act analogous to the impress of a foot which simultaneously causes thousands of grains of sand to contrive to form a pattern. (Bergson 1958: 221, cited in ibid.)

The common theme of these three texts is that they all express what one may call the philosophy of continuity, and deny that the discontinuities experienced as ‘stops’ or ‘perchings’ have ontological self-sufficiency. Now let us turn to a painting Duchamp produced in his post-Cubist phase, having, as we have seen, become disillusioned with the Cubists’ efforts to suggest the continuity of the fourth dimension by multiplying perspectives indefinitely.

This painting, produced in 1914, is called Network of Stoppages (Figure 4.2) and is a preparatory study for The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors, Even (1923, hereafter referred to, more conveniently, as the Large Glass). In form, it resembles, and is I think supposed to resemble, a map, perhaps of a railway system (this is suggested by the symbols used to indicate the termini and stations). This ‘network’ viewed in perspective, becomes the network of capillary tubes which draw off the ‘illuminating’ gas from the bottle-like homunculi in the ‘cemetery of uniforms and liveries’ (1913) and transmit it to the sieves, where it will be frozen and turned into spangles, before continuing its onward progress towards the bridal domain, at the top of the picture. The ‘Standard Stoppages’ referred to in the title of the picture have a dual meaning. We can understand them to be the stops or stations on the railway-like network indicated by circles and numbers in Figure 4.2, but the reference is also to the three wooden templates which Duchamp created as a separate work (The Three Standard Stops of 1913–14), and which he used to draw the curves in the Network. These templates are called ‘standard stops’ for the following reason. Duchamp, like Bergson, was interested in the relationship between randomness, or chance, and order. He had the very Bergsonian idea that disorder, seen from another point of view, is order, and vice versa. Consequently he pioneered the introduction of aleatory techniques into painting – random elements which by their very disorder evoke the possibility of a higher order (in the fourth dimension, of course). The three standard stops were created by taking one-metre lengths of string and dropping them one metre onto canvas smeared with sticky paint. These ‘random’ curves were to become the standard straight lines and measures of spatial dimensions in the non-Euclidean geometry of the fourth dimension. Wooden templates were made to the pattern of the three curved lengths of string, and these Duchamp used to trace out the lines in the network. Hence not only the ‘stations’ on the network are stoppages, but the lines themselves, because they show where the string, randomly twisting in its fall, stopped, once it hit the canvas. They are, as Duchamp says, ‘canned,’ or ‘frozen’ chance. What is suggested here is both the non-Euclidean geometry of the fourth dimension, in which these ‘non-standard’ curves and lengths are as ‘standard’ as our straight lines and metre measures, and also the idea that any ‘stop’, any ‘freezing’ of the random pulsations which pervade the universe, is essentially arbitrary, as arbitrary as the curves traced by falling string. This is all exceedingly like Bergson, who emphasises again and again the arbitrariness of our prison of fixed concepts, in the face of the continuous creative evolution of the universe itself, the élan vital which flows through all forms, and which only seems to come to rest, but never does in reality.
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4.2 Duchamp, Marcel (1887–1968). Network of Stoppages, 1914. New York, Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). Oil and pencil on canvas, 58 5/8’ × 65 5/8’ (148.9 × 197.7 cm). Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Fund and gift of Mrs William Sisler. 390.1970 © 2012. Digital image, The Museum of Modern Art, New York / Scala, Florence.



But interesting though all this is, we have not yet touched on the most significant aspect of the Network, the feature which most brings out the philosophical subtlety of which Duchamp is always capable, even in his most casual productions. There is something peculiar, you will notice, about the background on which the network is projected. This background consists, in fact, of two other paintings superimposed on one another, so that counting the network itself, on top, we have a total of three superimposed paintings. The base of the painting consists of a large version of Duchamp’s first major work, completed in 1911, Young Man and a Girl in Spring. This painting, using a quite different (post-impressionist) stylistic language, anticipates may of the themes found in the Large Glass. On top of this has been placed a transparent ground, and onto this has been transferred a squared-up sketch Duchamp made at the beginning of 1913 for the general layout of the Large Glass at a time when the precise arrangement of the Bachelor Domain had not yet been worked out. And on top of this Duchamp places the Network of Stoppages which will, in turn, become the network of capillary tubes leading from the ‘cemetery of uniforms and liveries’ to the ‘sieves’ in the completed Large Glass. So to the three superimposed paintings that we can actually see, we should add a fourth, the as-yet-unbegun painting on glass for which this is a preparatory study, and without which this painting cannot be understood.

If we pause at this point and recall the passages cited above, particularly James and Bergson, we can perhaps agree that this painting is ‘saying’ very much the same kind of thing, in a visual way. The superimposed paintings correspond to what James called, in the passage I have cited, the ‘substantive parts of thought’, while the conceptual spaces which separate the paintings, the dimension in which they are separated, corresponds to the ‘transitory parts of thought’ and may indeed be identified with the fourth dimension, both in its ordinary temporal sense and also in its occult one.

*  *  *

This is the third meaning which we can attach to the mysterious title, the Network of Stoppages. It implies that each painting, each phase in the construction, through many preliminary studies, of a major work such as the Large Glass – which itself can be seen as a ‘study’ for Duchamp’s final masterpiece Given the Waterfall and the Illuminating Gas (1948) – can be seen as a ‘stop’. In fact, Duchamp’s subtitle for The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors, Even is, appropriately enough, A Delay in Glass. It is as if the forms we see in this painting have been temporarily captured and stabilised in their glassy medium like very long-delayed insects trapped in amber, which might still resume their flight one day.

In the Network of Stoppages, then, we are able to see Duchamp’s modus operandi as a painter laid bare in a particularly perspicuous fashion, and we can begin to grasp its philosophical meaning. This method is the serial concealment of images behind other images, concealment which, as in occult art generally, serves as a device for oblique revelation of the unrepresentable. Duchamp’s transparent paintings are descendents of the transparent clouds which Hermes, on the extreme left of Botticelli’s Primavera, is stirring with his wand; clouds which stand, according to Edgar Wind (1958), for the screen of imagery which has to be interposed between mortal vision and the ultimate revelation of the neoplatonic mysteries.

But here I will not concern myself particularly with the details of Duchamp’s occult system, not least because a copious body of exegetical commentary already exists in the writings of Schwarz, Lebel, Paz, Clair, Henderson etc. (If Duchamp is not the most widely known twentieth-century artist, he is certainly the most written-about.) The method of superimposition of images, of revelation-by-concealment, can be discussed in a more or less non-occult frame of reference as a device for representing the fourth dimension in its more mundane sense, i.e. Bergsonian durée, or continuity.

Let us begin by noting that the Network of Stoppages can be read as painterly autobiography. We are presented with a sequence of four images. The first, which is almost obliterated, is a ‘recollection’ of Duchamp’s phase as a latter-day symbolist, the phase in his career in which he produced a series of pictures showing scenes with vaguely ritual, initiatory connotations (The Bush, Baptism, Young Man and a Girl in Spring of 1909–10). Over this is placed a screen-like ground, on which is placed a preparatory sketch of the composition of The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors, Even – a composition which Duchamp finalised in advance of the idea, which came to the painter at about the time he was working on the Network of Stoppages, of executing the eventual painting on sheets of glass. (We may even hypothesize that the possibility of a glass painting was suggested to him in the course of completing this very picture, in which paintings are seen through other paintings.) Finally, over the compositional sketch, is placed the Network itself, which, as we have seen, is both a development of a previous work (the assemblage of templates known as the Three Standard Stoppages) and a stage in the design process for an element in the Bachelor Apparatus (the Network, viewed in perspective, becomes the Capillary Tubes in the final work).

It is perhaps misleading, though, to think of this as autobiography, since an autobiography is written as a narrative after the facts, representing the past as a whole made up of completed events; the temporal perspective in the Network runs equally, and perhaps predominantly, in the other direction, representing the future seen from its past as much as the past seen from its future. The past is progressively obliterated by successive layers, layers which, while effacing the past, adumbrate their own future. What we have, therefore, is not a narrative recreated post festum, but a glimpse of the temporal structure of Duchamp’s ‘specious present’ in which successive ‘stops’ (in a temporal series embracing past, present and future simultaneously) interact in a complex relational network. This relational texture is ‘the fourth dimension’.

In order to clarify this notion, we need a formal model of the structure of such a temporal-relational network, of the kind hinted at in the painting under discussion. Here, as promised, I will introduce Husserl’s model of internal time-consciousness of 1901, itself a development of the earlier treatment of the subject by William James, and perhaps also influenced by Bergson.

Husserl’s problem, inherited from his teacher, the introspective psychologist and proto-phenomenologist, Franz Brentano, was the basic problem of continuity and discontinuity in subjective time- consciousness.

*  *  *

Brentano was interested in the problem of the continuity of the subjective/perceptual ‘present’ given the conventional idea that the present is a knife-edge between the future and the past. Brentano asked how we are able to hear a continuous tone, an A played on the oboe lasting five seconds, as a continuous duration. By the time we are into the fourth second’s-worth, the first second’s-worth is no longer present, and no longer audible, but perceptually speaking it is still a component of the tone we are hearing in the present. Brentano supposes that we hear only the now-present tone, but that we enrich this hearing with ‘associations’ derived from earlier hearing-experiences in the sequence. We make, he says, a ‘primordial association’ (Husserl 1964: 33) between the tone we are currently hearing and what we are able to reproduce in phantasy of what we have just heard. In other words Brentano has a model based on short-term memory: ‘hearing a continuous tone’ consists of forming associations between auditory input and inputs replayed from short-term memory. The recent past is ‘fed forward’ (to use the terminology of cybernetics) and matched against present input: if there is a match, then there is a perception of a temporally continuous ‘time-object’ (a tone which endures).

Husserl’s views are cognate with those of his predecessor, but he introduces some additional distinctions, needed in order to overcome the difficulty posed by the fact that we can distinguish clearly between ‘remembering’ the experience of hearing an A played on the oboe, as a time-consuming event which took place in the past, and the kind of feed-forward from the recent past which is involved in generating the impression of continuity in the present. Brentano’s solution to the continuity problem will not work if the ‘primordial association’ between the first second’s-worth of the A-tone and the fourth requires us to relive the first second’s-worth as a phantasied ‘present moment’ concurrently with experiencing the fourth second’s-worth of the tone in the real present; because this means that there are a multiplicity of ‘now’ moments (associated with one another, but distinct) rather than just one ‘now’ which extends into the past and is open towards the future. The effect is a fragmentation of ‘nows’ like individual frames of a cine-film, with associative relationships between them. Husserl overcomes this problem by distinguishing between ‘retentions’ of experiences and ‘reproductions’ of experiences. ‘Retentions’ (contrasting with both perception and memories) are what we have of temporally removed parts of experiences from the standpoint of the ‘now’ moment; ‘reproductions’ are action-replays of past experiences of events carried out from the standpoint of a remembered or reconstructed ‘now’ in the past.

Husserl treats ‘retention’ and its future-oriented counterpart ‘protention’ not as phantasied memories or anticipations of other ‘nows’ associated with the present ‘now’ but as horizons of a temporally extended present. In other words, he abandons the idea of a knife-edge present, a limit – itself without duration – between past duration and future duration. The ‘limit’ remains as the ‘now’-moment, but the ‘now’ and the ‘present’ can be distinguished. The present has its own thickness and temporal spread. Listening to the final second’s-worth of the five-second A tone, I do not ‘remember’ (reproduce) the first second’s-worth; I am aware only of a single tone which prolongs itself within a single present moment which includes the whole of the tone, but within which this tone is subjected to a continuous series of ‘modifications’ brought about by a series of shifts of temporal perspective as the present unfolds and transforms itself.

Husserl’s distinction between retention and reproduction makes it possible to conceptualise the way in which temporal experience coheres from the standpoint of the present: ‘retentional awareness’ is the perspective view we have of past phases of an experience from the vantage-point of a ‘now’ moment which slips forwards, and in relation to which past phases of our experience of the present are shoved inexorably back. Reproduction of some recollected event, by contrast, involves the temporary abandonment of the current ‘now’ as the focal point around which retentional perspectives cohere, in favour of a phantasied ‘now’ in the past which we take up in order to replay events mentally.

Retentions, unlike reproductions, are all part of current consciousness of the present, but they are subject to distortion or diminution as they are shoved back towards the fringes of our current awareness of our surroundings. We also have ‘perspective’ views of future phases of current events as they emerge out of the proximate future, and Husserl likewise suggests that we should distinguish between those future events which are seen as continuations of the present, versus future events which we reproduce from a standpoint of a phantasied future present. The perspective views we have of the proximate future Husserl names ‘protentions’.

In order to expound his ideas, Husserl makes use of a diagram, of which Figure 4.3 is a version. The horizontal line A[image: Images]B[image: Images]C[image: Images]D corresponds to the succession of now-moments strung out between the past and the future. Suppose we are at B. The temporal landscape at B consists of the now-present perceptual experience of the state of affairs at B plus retentions of A, as A′, sinking down to the past. A′ is a ‘modification’ of the original A – it is what A looks like from B, i.e. attenuated or diminished, but still present. Perhaps one can think of the ‘modification’ of A as it sinks down into the past (A[image: Images]A′[image: Images]A″) as a gradual loss of verisimilitude affecting the perceptual judgements entertained at B, C, D, etc. Our perceptual judgements at A do not become inapplicable immediately by virtue of the passage of time, but only gradually, because the world does not change all at once and in all respects. We can no longer, at B, say that the state of affairs at A is ‘now’ the case, because of the change of the temporal index; but many of the features of A have counterparts at B. The fading out of the background of the proximate past as successively weaker retentions (A′[image: Images]A″[image: Images]A′″. . .) corresponds to the increasing divergence of perceptual judgements entertained at A and judgements entertainable at increasingly distant points in the succession of ‘now’ moments (A′/B, A″/C, A′″/D, etc.). But out-of-date perceptual judgements are still salient because it is only in the light of these divergences between out-of-date beliefs and current beliefs that we can grasp the direction which the events surrounding us are taking, thereby enabling us to form protentions towards the future phases of the current state of affairs.
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4.3 Alfred Gell, model of Husserl’s internal time-consciousness. From Gell 1992: 225. © Alfred Gell, 1992, The Anthropology of Time and Berg Publishers, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing plc.



Retentions can thus be construed as the background of out-of-date perceptual judgements against which more up-to-date perceptual judgements are projected, and significant trends and changes are calibrated. As perceptual judgements become more seriously out of date they diminish in salience and are lost to view. We thus perceive the present not as a knife-edge ‘now’ but as a temporally extended field within which trends emerge out of the patterns we discern in the successive updatings of perceptual judgements relating to the proximate past, the next most proximate past, and the next, and so on. This trend is projected into the future in the form of protentions, i.e. anticipations of the pattern of updating of current perceptual beliefs which will be necessitated in the proximate future, the next most proximate future, and the next, in a manner symmetric with the past, but in inverse temporal order.

At B, A is retained as A′ (A′ is A seen through a certain thickness of time) and C is protended as C′, the favoured candidate as successor to B. Time passes, and C′ comes about as C (presumably not quite as anticipated, but approximately so). B is now retained in consciousness as B′, related to (current) C as A′ was to B when B was current. But how is A related to C? From the standpoint of C, A is no longer retained as A′, because this is to put A′ and B′ on a par with one another, and fails to reflect the fact that when B (currently B′) was current, A was even then only a retention (A′). Consequently, from the standpoint of C, A has to be retained as a retention of A′, which is itself a retention of A: i.e. as A’’. This can be expressed more clearly, perhaps, by using brackets instead of dashes. Thus: A[image: Images](A)B[image: Images]((A)B)C[image: Images](((A)B)C)D[image: Images]etc. where brackets mean ‘retention’, double brackets ‘retention of a retention’, triple brackets ‘retention of a retention of a retention’ and so on.

Husserl says that as A sinks to A′ at B, A″ at C, A′″ at D and so on, A becomes a retention, then a retention of a retention, then a retention of a retention of a retention and so on, until reaching the stage of final attenuation and sinking beneath the temporal horizon. The effect of this argument is to abolish the hard-and-fast distinction, still apparent in Brentano’s argument, between the dynamic present and the fixed and unchanging past. Past, present and future are all of a piece, and all equally dynamic in the Husserl model, because any modification, anywhere in the system, sets up correlative modifications everywhere else in the system. Thus the modification in the present which converts C into C′ automatically entrains corresponding modifications everywhere (B′[image: Images]B″, A″[image: Images]A′″, D′[image: Images]D, etc.). ‘The whole past sinks in a mass, taking all its arranged contents with it’ (Findlay 1975: 11). But the past does not just sink as the present progresses; it changes its significance, is evaluated in different ways, and sets up different patterns of protentions, according to the way in which the present evolves.

This dynamic past, and the future which continually alters in its complexion, cannot be accommodated in strictly physical time, because from the point of view of physical time both the past and the future are unalterable. But in providing his model of retentions, protentions and modifications, Husserl is not describing an arcane physical process which occurs to events as they loom out of the future, actualise themselves in the preset, and sink into the past, but is describing the changing spectrum of intentionalities linking the experiencing subject and the present-focused world which he experiences. ‘Modification’ is not a change in A itself, but a change in our view of A as the result of subsequent accretions of experience. It is only in consciousness that the past is modifiable, not in reality and not according to the logic of ‘real’ time: but that this modification takes place is undeniable.

Husserl summarises his view of internal time consciousness in the following passage:

Each actual ‘now’ of consciousness is subject to the law of modification. It changes into the retention of a retention, and does so continuously. There accordingly arises a regular continuum of retentions such that every later point is the retention of every earlier one. Each retention is already a continuum. A tone begins and goes on steadily: its now-phase turns into a was-phase, and our impressional consciousness flows over into an ever new retentional consciousness. Going down the stream, we encounter a continuous series of retentions harking back to the starting point . . . to each of such retentions a continuum of retentional modifications is added, and this continuum is itself a point in the actuality which is being retentionally projected . . . each retention is intrinsically a continuous modification, which so to speak carries its heritage of its past within itself. It is not merely the case that, going downstream, each earlier retention is replace by a new one. Each later retention is not merely a continuous modification stemming from an original impression: it is also a continuous modification of all previous modifications of the same starting-point. (Husserl 1928: 390, cited in Findlay 1975: 10)

If I have understood Husserl correctly, I think that one can treat the horizontal axis of the diagram as representing the sequence of dated events or states-of-affairs in physical time (A[image: Images]B[image: Images]C[image: Images]D . . .) and the vertical axes as the ‘changes’ in events as they acquire and lose tense-characteristics of futurity/presentness/pastness in psychological time (A[image: Images]A′[image: Images]A″[image: Images]A′″ . . .). From the perspective of physical time, events do not change; they are changes: but from the perspective of psychological time events do undergo a kind of change, just as our view of a landscape changes as we move about in it, and observe it from different angles.

Future events, likewise, do not really change as a result of the fact that, from our point of view, they are becoming less indefinite, more imminent, and can be anticipated with increasing degrees of precision as they approach. But we have a strong compulsion to view them in such a light. Husserl’s model treats this via a continuum of continuums of protentional modifications. Protentions are continuations of the present in the light of the kind of temporal whole the present seems to belong to. ‘To be aware of a developing whole incompletely, and as it develops, is yet always to be aware of it as a whole: what is not yet written in, is written in as yet to be written in’ (Findlay 1975: 8). Protentions are not anticipations of other present moments-in-being, but projections of the subsequent evolution of this one. As such, protentions may be disappointed or decisively fulfilled as the present evolves. It makes a great difference to the evaluation of an event or state of affairs if it was protended in a way highly at variance or not at all at variance to the way in which it actually occurs. Thus if C′ (future) protended from B is very different from C as it actually occurs, that will make a difference to the way in which C′ (past) is retained subsequently at D. The way an event was anticipated as a future event (or not anticipated) makes a difference to the way in which that event is integrated into the past.

*  *  *

One feature of the Husserl protentional-retentional model deserves additional comment. Although it is put forward in relation to internal-time consciousness implicitly in relation to short durations and moment-to-moment psychological processes, there is no reason to think that the same model cannot serve as a representation of the subjective aspect of temporal processes of longer durations, up to the span of an entire lifetime, or longer if we include the vicarious past and future which historical consciousness provides us with. The Husserl model furnishes us with an instrument of great subtlety for handling the conceptual problems of continuity and change in relation to historical and sociological processes, as well as psychological ones; in this guise it reappears frequently in the writings of Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and Bourdieu, among others.

The painting the Network of Stoppages, which we have been examining, shows us a protentional-retentional field on a scale of a few years, between, say, 1910 and 1918, focused on the ‘now’ moment of the actual making of the image in 1914. We may confidently assume that it was created in entire ignorance of the actual written texts of Husserl, but at the same time the convergence between the structural features of Duchamp’s pictorial technique of superimposed images and Husserl’s model of a continuum of ‘superimposed’ continuums seems to testify to the operation of forces other than sheer contingency.

What I want to do now is to establish that the method of superimposition, clearly indicated in this painting of Duchamp’s, is in fact the method which is characteristic of his artistic production as a whole. To this end I have constructed a model of the total output of Duchamp throughout his career, based on the illustrated Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp published by Arturo Schwarz (1969), with the active collaboration of the artist himself (see Figure 4.4).1 It is not necessary for the argument that this figure be examined in much detail, since the general gestalt properties of the figure are what is important, but I should explain at least the basis on which it is constructed. Along the bottom margin are numbers 1 to 416 which correspond to opus numbers in the chronologically arranged Schwarz catalogue, from the earliest sketches of Duchamp’s family members of 1904 (Schwarz 1–20) to the last work Anaglyphic Chimneys (Schwarz 416) of 1966, the year of the artist’s death. Down the left-hand margin, I have listed twenty-five categories corresponding to major thematic ideas which occur repetitively, in various guises, in different works created at different periods in Duchamp’s productive career. A solid dot placed at coordinates which are the product of a vertical axis (opus number = chronological position in the total series) plus a horizontal axis (thematic category) corresponds to each work in the catalogue. However, there are certain works which combine complete representations drawn from more than one thematic category; such works are indicated on the diagram by two or more dots, vertically positioned, with a double-headed solid arrow linking them. Two outstanding examples of such portmanteau works can be pointed out immediately; they are Schwarz 276 (the Large Glass itself, finally completed in 1923) and Schwarz 392 Given the Waterfall and the Illuminating Gas (completed in 1966).
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4.4 Alfred Gell, The artist’s oeuvre as a temporal-relational diagram. After Gell 1998: 235.



Between the dots corresponding to specific works or parts of works, I have indicated, by means of single-headed arrows, four kinds of longitudinal relations between works. A solid, backward-pointing arrow (A[image: Images]B) indicates that B is a copy of A, i.e. B is a later work which substantially reproduces the actual visual appearance of A, when there is no reason to think that A was produced in order to serve as a ‘project’ (a preliminary sketch) for B.

We indicate the latter type of relation, where A (the ‘project’) is produced in order that it should be reproduced at B (perhaps as part of a larger work) by a solid forward-pointing arrow (A[image: Images]B). The solid arrows, therefore, indicate relations which can be called, following Husserl’s terminology, ‘reproductions’ – i.e. they are recapitulations of images, as completed wholes, at different time-coordinates. Copies are like ‘memories’ in the sense of inward action-replays of past experiences; ‘projects’ are, likewise, ‘replays’ of images which are still to be achieved in their final form at some future date, conducted in the present. They are, to use the terms adopted by Alfred Schutz (1967) in his discussion of ‘the time structure of the project’, images conducted in the ‘Future Perfect’ tense (modo futuri exacti).

But there is a second kind of relationship which is equally important in the construction of a temporal model of the oeuvre of Marcel Duchamp. We can call these, following Husserl, ‘retentions’ – i.e. elements which are temporally removed in the series but which are continuous with the present by virtue of their modification over time. The most important of these are indicated by backward-pointing dashed arrows (A[image: Images] B). A is a ‘retention’ of B when A reappears at B in modified, transformed guise. We also have a small number of image-to-image relationships which we can indicate by means of forward-pointing dashed arrows (A[image: Images] B). These are what we can call ‘open’ or ‘weak’ projects, protentions towards future images which delimit them only as a field of open possibilities rather than as a specific plan posited modo futuri exacti. The relationship between the earliest sketch-plan for the Large Glass and the final work is such an ‘empty project’, since it only provides a general framework and does not indicate the actual content of the completed image. But on the whole I have found few examples of such relationships in Duchamp’s works. Perhaps the ‘open’ project is more important in Life than it is in Art, where, in the nature of things, it is much more possible to entertain, and fulfil, positive expectations as to the evolution of future events than it is in practical affairs.

Let me briefly give an example of a chain of ‘retentional’ transformations in Duchamp’s work. There is wide agreement, among interested scholars, that the Coffee Mill Duchamp painted on a piece of cardboard to decorate his brother’s flat in 1911 contains the germ of many of his subsequent ideas. Not only is the Coffee Mill ancestral to the much better known Chocolate Grinder subsequently incorporated into the Large Glass, but we can see in the passage-rite which the coffee beans undergo as they pass through the mill an anticipation of the initiatory scenario of the Large Glass itself, and the travails of the amorous essence drawn off from the bachelors in their cemetery as it passes upwards towards the Bridal Domain.

The coffee-mill is itself a retention of a sketch of a knife-grinder dating from 1904. But more illuminating, for our purposes, is the relation which exists between the Coffee Mill with its spindly wheel mounted on a triangular base, and an epoch-making but at first sight unrelated work, the Bicycle Wheel of 1913, the first of Duchamp’s ‘readymades’. This work, at first acquaintance, strikes us mainly on account of its extreme arbitrariness, and that indeed is part of the shock-value Duchamp presumably intended it should have; but seen as a ‘retention’ it is of course not arbitrary at all, but a ‘perspectival’ modification of its predecessor, the coffee-mill, and it is itself retained as the Water Mill and Chocolate Grinder in the Large Glass. Later still, we find it retained, relatively explicitly, in the Precision Optics of 1920 (Schwarz 268) and, more extensively modified, the Rotoreliefs and Fluttering Hearts of 1935–36 (Schwarz 294, 298).

How should we consider the series, Knife Grinder [image: Images] Coffee Mill [image: Images] Chocolate Grinder [image: Images] Bicycle Wheel [image: Images] Precision Optics [image: Images] Rotoreliefs, as a series of retentions, retentions of retentions, etc.? Normally we speak of such sequences of related works in an artist’s oeuvre as ‘developments’ of an original idea. But this is inaccurate in so far as it suggests that the later ‘development’ is nascently present in the original exemplar, as the adult form is present in the infantile stages of a growing organism. But it cannot be said that the Bicycle Wheel is gestating in the Coffee Mill. The Coffee Mill is in no sense a sketch, or preparatory study, for the Bicycle Wheel. It is rather the case that, ‘given’ (as Duchamp is so fond of saying) the Coffee Mill, the Bicycle Wheel becomes possible as a future work of art which Duchamp, in this instance, ‘finds’ in the form of ready-made compartments – a kitchen stool and parts of a bicycle. The Bicycle Wheel is a prolongation of the Coffee Mill – the Coffee Mill ‘in the fourth dimension’. It is like the A tone on the oboe, a temporal object which endures by undergoing a continuous series of modifications; but, just as we cannot say that the latter two seconds’-worth of a four-second-long A tone are ‘present’ in the first two seconds’-worth, we cannot ‘have’ the last two seconds’-worth, as prolongations of an indivisible temporal object, without ‘having’ the first two seconds’-worth in ‘modified’ form.

The most important relationships indicated in our synoptic figure (Figure 4.4) are, therefore, ‘retentions’ of the past, through a distorting thickness of time which modifies its contents, and ‘strong’ protentions towards the future, in the form of projects conducted modo futuri exacti. If we now take a look at this diagram as a whole, we can see that it takes the form of a dense mesh of protentions and retentions. If we take any particular work as our point of departure, it becomes equivalent to a ‘present moment’ which is a retention, in a modified form, of a fan of ‘pasts’, and which may also embody a projected ‘future’, but all these ‘pasts’ and ‘futures’ may themselves be taken up and considered as ‘relative presents’, and in each case all their (relative) ‘pasts’ and ‘futures’ take on a different shading. Thus, the Bicycle Wheel as the relative present from which the Coffee Mill is retained, is different from the Bicycle Wheel which is retained in the relative present of the Precision Optics, while at the Precision Optics, the Coffee Mill is a retention of a retention, i.e. a modified retention of the modified form in which the Coffee Mill is retained at the Bicycle Wheel – and so on. In other words, Duchamp’s entire oeuvre is a ‘network of stops’, structurally identical though on a much grander scale, to the superimposed images revealed in the Network of Stoppages with which we began this discussion.

Studying Duchamp’s total output in this way, we are amazed by the extraordinary degree of inventiveness combined with internal symbolic coherence that it displays. Duchamp played a leading role in the invention of Futurism, Dada, Surrealism, Mobile Sculpture, Minimal Art, Op-art, Pop-art, Conceptual Art and Hyper-realism, i.e. almost all the major art styles which have been introduced since the First World War, excluding Expressionism and Abstract Expressionism. Notwithstanding this diversity of forms, the extent to which the exercise of mapping Duchamp’s output as a network of protentions and retentions produces a graph which shows a high degree of connectivity throughout is extremely striking. Duchamp’s insistent search for symbolic coherence, his rigorous refusal to produce works which were not in some way elaborations of previous works and/or steps towards the evolution of further, symbolically related works, reveal the presence of a consistent artistic method, which he acquired early and never abandoned. In terms of Isaiah Berlin’s dichotomy, Duchamp was the ultimate hedgehog, who brilliantly masqueraded as a fox.

I hesitate to bring all this to a conclusion, in that doing so I am tempted to state, in still more abstract terms, the gist of what I have already said in terms already probably too abstract by half. But I can attempt to summarise my main point as follows: it seems to me that many authors who write about Duchamp, and most of whom are in agreement that Duchamp’s work throughout is to be understood as a quest for the ‘fourth dimension’, have concentrated excessively on the analysis of the occult significance of individual works, the Large Glass in particular, and have failed to reflect sufficiently on the fact that it is only in conjunction with other works produced earlier, simultaneously, or later, that this or any other work in the Duchampian oeuvre reveals its meaning. In the final analysis, the significance of any Duchamp work is never anything but relative, because it is never in the individual works, the ‘stops’, that meaning resides, but only in the gaps which lie between them. And it is by means of this thorough-going relativisation of the individual work of art, and its subjection to the field properties of the oeuvre as a whole, that Duchamp, either intentionally or somnambulistically, finally accomplished the transition to the fourth dimension, and produced his definitive answer to the Bergsonian problem.

Husserl’s model of protentions and retentions provides us with a basis for constructing a more formal model of such a relational field, but precisely because of its abstraction, its appeal as it stands is too easily confined to the minority for whom formalisation itself exerts an overriding attraction. But if we place Husserl and Duchamp in conjunction with one another, there might be enough there to suggest, even to an audience of sceptical anthropologists, something of the enticing possibilities of structural models of the temporal domain. Duchamp has provided us with an art of the fourth dimension: careful study of Duchamp might in time lead us towards an anthropology of the fourth dimension as well.

Note

1. The diagram to which Gell refers has not been discovered, and may be no longer extant. The piece reproduced here, from Art and Agency (Gell 1998: 235), does not include the dates or numbered thematic categories that Gell described. However, it seems in most other respects to be a version of the Duchamp diagram. The editors hope that it allows the reader to appreciate the ‘general gestalt properties of the figure’ constructed from Schwarz.
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* This essay was unpublished at the time of Gell’s death, and was rediscovered amongst his papers by Simeran Gell, who brought it to our attention in 2008. In this volume, it has been lightly edited for punctuation, spelling and corrections; otherwise, it remains as Gell left it. About a fifth of it, including Figure 4.3, was reworked into Chapter 23 of The Anthropology of Time (Gell 1992). Unfortunately, it has been impossible to reproduce all the illustrations mentioned here (although he had obviously intended them to be included), but we have provided four which are crucial to his argument. –eds.


CHAPTER 5



GELL’S DUCHAMP/DUCHAMP’S GELL

Simon Dell

That Marcel Duchamp should have been of interest to Alfred Gell is unsurprising. Artist and anthropologist shared a measure of contempt for the European tradition of aesthetics, and both opposed this tradition through sometimes abstract and indeed sometimes abstruse theorizing. Gell’s engagement is evident in his account of Duchamp’s work in the conclusion of Art and Agency and is nicely indicated by the choice of Network of Stoppages as the illustration for the book’s cover. Yet this work by Duchamp was also the subject of another essay by Gell, published in the present volume for the first time; this text is the occasion for my own.

Gell presents his essay on Duchamp as an attempt to address two related issues: the representation of time and continuity in the artist’s work and the larger and no less thorny question of how anthropologists might account for change and historical transformation. As Gell notes at the outset: ‘We still continually hear this or that anthropological theory lambasted on the grounds that it “cannot handle change”. But where does one look for a coherent account of what might be meant by “change”?’1 Gell was certainly prepared to look in all sorts of places and retracing his itinerary will therefore sometimes be tortuous. Yet this path does lead to what I regard as his larger anthropological project, one developed in The Anthropology of Time (Gell 1992) as well as in Art and Agency (Gell 1998). From the perspective of an art historian, examining this project through the essay on Duchamp has two advantages, and these are as intertwined as the issues Gell confronts.

First, Gell’s account of an artist working within and against the twentieth-century avant-garde is an example of his theorizing applied to material which falls squarely within the domain of art history, as it is conventionally defined. Second, the approach to Duchamp casts light on Gell’s model of temporality, and it will be my contention that this reveals much about both the benefits and the limitations of his anthropological theory of art. For Gell, Duchamp’s oeuvre is important as ‘an exceptionally coherent and codified instance of the phenomenon of temporal transformation’ and because ‘it points us in a specific direction in the search for solutions’ to the problem of temporal order and its transformations. The shape of Duchamp’s oeuvre permitted Gell to construct a novel and striking argument; yet the very manner in which the oeuvre was shaped also represents a challenge to Gell’s account. This is because Duchamp’s oeuvre was decisively marked by institutional forces which Gell was reluctant to acknowledge. However, before addressing the limits of Gell’s theory I need to show how the anthropologist applied it to Duchamp’s work.2

Gell’s Duchamp

Gell’s essay on Duchamp is related to the account of the artist offered in Art and Agency while amplifying it in significant ways, a fact which itself demands brief explication. In his book, Gell uses Duchamp’s oeuvre to illustrate his thesis concerning the extended mind; according to Gell, Duchamp’s consciousness as a distributed object is concretely instantiated in his artworks. The example of Duchamp thus serves as one conclusion to the book’s larger argument concerning the agency of artworks. Yet in Art and Agency Duchamp’s work also serves a more immediate purpose, as an example of the oeuvre as temporal object. It is this aspect of Gell’s account which is given more extended treatment in the essay and which requires attention here.

In developing his model of temporality, Gell draws directly on the work of Edmund Husserl, and he cheerfully acknowledges that he is cheating in selecting Duchamp’s oeuvre to illustrate his model. This is because ‘Duchamp was probably to some extent aware, even if only indirectly . . . of the James-Bergson-Husserl conception of temporal flux or the “stream of consciousness” ’ (Gell 1998: 243, ellipsis added). So as Gell concedes in his book, ‘there might be an element of tautology involved in using Duchamp to illustrate a “Husserlian” model of art history, when, in fact, Duchamp may actually have set out to illustrate it’ (Gell 1998: 243, emphasis retained). This tautology is approached in a different way in the essay on Duchamp, where it is presented as a matter of historical juncture. For Gell, ‘the formative period of 20th century art (i.e. 1890–1925) coincides exactly with the formative period of our own subject’, that is, anthropology. This juncture enables what is to be Gell’s principal labour in the essay, a ‘lateral’ excavation of the foundations of anthropology which he hopes will reveal new ways of addressing the pressing problems of the discipline, including the anthropological theorization of ‘change’. In this context, Gell’s tautology becomes a heuristic device; he hopes to show that Duchamp’s struggle to represent duration and continuity involved ‘certain conceptual strategies which are just as applicable in anthropological contexts as they are in pictorial ones’. Thus Duchamp’s work moves from being a mere example to becoming something closer to generative of a theory.

In the essay on Duchamp, the discussion of duration begins with Henri Bergson. In Bergson’s philosophy an opposition was established between the order of conceptual thought oriented towards action, and the continuous, ‘self-transforming order of durée’ which ‘tends towards understanding and transcendence, rather than action’. The crucial question is the extent to which these ideas were formative for the first generation of Cubist painters.3 Here Gell navigates between the competing claims of art historians. In doing so, he suggests that Duchamp’s early works, such as the Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2 of 1912, were satirical in intent; if artists such as Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger had taken it upon themselves to picture the Bergsonian problem of continuity, Duchamp was present ‘to demonstrate the nullity’ of the project.4

These manoeuvres bring Gell to the centre of his argument, and to the collage of quotations which also features, albeit in a different form, in the account of Duchamp in Art and Agency. Having prescribed Bergson’s role, Gell proceeds to the philosophy of William James and his description of the stream of consciousness as ‘an alternation of flights and perchings’. Whilst the resting places or perches are occupied by sensorial imaginings, the places of flight are more dynamic. Thus James suggests: ‘Let us call the resting places the “substantive parts” and the places of flight the “transitive parts” of thought’. After this, Gell alights on the Dakota wise man as cited by Durkheim: ‘The bird as it flies stops in one place to make its nest, and in another to rest in its flight . . . So the God has stopped . . . The trees, the animals, are all where he has stopped’. And from here it is but a hop to Claude Lévi-Strauss, who uses the Dakota wise man in his discussion of Bergson and cites the latter to this effect: ‘A great current of creative energy gushes forth through matter, to obtain from it what it can. At most points it is stopped; these stops are transmuted, in our eyes, into the appearance of so many living species’.

If this flight seems to have carried the reader some distance from the work of Duchamp, this is not in fact the case. Gell now turns to Duchamp’s Network of Stoppages of 1914 and observes how the work is composed of three elements; a ‘background’ which is a version of the 1911 painting Young Man and Girl in Spring, a squared-up sketch for the later Large Glass, and, most prominently, a network of lines and ‘stops’ radiating from the lower-right corner of the work (Figure 4.2). With a characteristic combination of elegance and audacity, Gell states: ‘The superimposed paintings correspond to what James called, in the passage I have cited, the “substantive parts of thought”, while the conceptual spaces which separate the paintings, the dimension in which they are separated, corresponds to the “transitory parts of thought” ’. The network of stoppages referred to in the work’s title is not simply the collection of radiating lines, it is also the ‘layer-cake’ of elements comprising the painting (Gell 1998: 249).

So, for Gell, Duchamp’s Network of Stoppages can be read as a ‘painterly autobiography’. Yet he swiftly qualifies this reading by noting that whilst autobiography is retrospective, Duchamp’s painting may be read in the other direction, ‘representing the future seen from its past’, adumbrating as it does the Large Glass. It is at this point that Gell shifts the focus of his argument, to introduce Husserl’s model of time-consciousness as the means of grasping the temporal relations he sees in Duchamp’s work.

In briefest summary, Husserl’s model is of an extended present, one understood not as a knife-edge between past and future but embracing both ‘retentions’ of recent experiences and ‘protentions’ of the proximate future (see Figure 4.3). The utility of this model for approaching Network of Stoppages should be immediately apparent; it permits Gell to characterize the work as showing ‘a protentional-retentional field of a few years, between, say, 1910 and 1918, focussed on the “now” moment of the actual making of the image, in 1914’. Yet not content with this, Gell wishes to draw a further conclusion: ‘that the method of superimposition, clearly indicated in this painting of Duchamp’s, is in fact the method which is characteristic of his artistic production as a whole’. To demonstrate this he constructs a model of Duchamp’s entire oeuvre drawn from Arturo Schwarz’s catalogue raisonné (Figure 4.4). The diagram serves to reveal the oeuvre as a network of stops. Therefore, in the final analysis, ‘the significance of any Duchamp work is never anything but relative, because it is never in the individual works, the “stops”, that meaning resides, but only in the gaps which lie between them’.

By this point the reader familiar with Art and Agency will have noted the congruence between Gell’s account of Duchamp and the anthropologist’s general account of the art nexus; in both cases ‘work’ is construed as ‘network’. In the present context this prompts questions. Is Duchamp’s oeuvre merely an instantiation of Gell’s theory? Or has the oeuvre exerted its own agency over Gell? To answer these questions it is necessary to turn both to Gell’s broader project and to aspects of Duchamp’s career which Gell neglects.

Duchamp’s Gell

In the introduction to Art and Agency, Gell offers a provisional definition of the anthropology of art as the study of ‘social relations in the vicinity of objects mediating social agency’ (Gell 1998: 7). Art is thus construed as a system of action; and one of the fundamental conditions for action is time. Other conditions also obtain, of course, but for Gell, time is the most salient, for several reasons. Gell wishes to analyse not simply action but social agency. This he holds to be the central task of the anthropologist, who works ‘by locating, or contextualising behaviour not so much in “culture” (which is an abstraction) as in the dynamics of social interaction, which may indeed be conditioned by “culture” but which is better seen as a real process, or dialectic, unfolding in time’ (ibid.: 10). Such a view of anthropology lends the discipline what Gell describes as ‘a particular depth of focus’ (ibid., emphasis retained). Anthropology ‘tends to focus on the “act” in the context of the “life” – or more precisely the stage of life – of the agent’ (ibid.). This focus has profound consequences, both positive and negative, for an anthropological theory of art and also for the relationship of that theory to art history.

The consequences become apparent as the argument of Art and Agency unfolds. Gell’s definition of anthropology and his fidelity to the biographical oblige him to develop an account of the abduction of agency. It is in this context that the subtitling of the book as ‘an anthropological theory’ takes on its full significance; Gell’s definition of anthropology in fact generates his theory of art. He proposes ‘that “art-like situations” can be discriminated as those in which the material “index” (the visible, physical “thing”) permits a particular cognitive operation’, an operation Gell identifies as the abduction of agency, that is, one in which the ‘index is itself seen as the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency’ (Gell 1998: 13, 15, emphasis retained). This theory of abduction is richly and provocatively developed over the course of Gell’s book; here I cannot attempt to do justice to all his arguments, and will confine myself to their potential contribution to art history.

What Gell offers to the art historian is a properly dynamic account of artworks. As a generalization, though not, I think, a gross one, it could be stated that most art historians subscribe to one of two views, accenting either the production or the consumption of works of art. Certainly many have attempted to embrace both these processes, most frequently through the simple expedient of working consecutively from one to the other. To take one of the more celebrated formulations of the problem: the work of art is ‘the deposit of a social relationship’ (Baxandall 1974: 1). Thus in the case of, say, painting: ‘On the one side there was a painter who made the picture, or at least supervised its making. On the other there was somebody else who asked him to make it, provided funds for him to make it and, after he had made it, reckoned on using it in some way or other’ (ibid.). In the present context the difficulty with this formulation is obvious. The account of the process is restricted to flesh-and-blood actors; the artwork itself does not have agency.

A similar difficulty is confronted in numerous other art-historical accounts (even when they might otherwise seem quite distinct from the above). Arguably even the most engaged art historians, who view the sign as a site of contest, still see the artwork as the occasion for struggle rather than as a protagonist. By way of contrast, Gell offers a theoretical model in which the artwork can participate; he thereby offers new ways of considering the relationship between the artwork and its ‘context’, ways in which the artwork is not a passive ‘deposit’ but is made active. The various diagrams in Art and Agency suggest as much; and in this they are relatively straightforward (that some have found them captivating is principally a demonstration of Gell’s own skill with technologies of enchantment).

I should emphasize that a signal virtue of Gell’s dynamic account is that it is not simply a contribution to the study of the artefactual but could also be an important contribution to a critical art history, if that project is understood to address art as ‘both context-bound and yet irreducible to its contextual conditions’ (Podro 1982: xviii–xx). Undertaking such a project requires navigation between formalism and a merely documentary approach; thus a critical art history must address matters of fact concerning the circumstances of an artwork whilst not reducing the work to those circumstances. This critical project has several points of contact with Gell’s, which firmly rejects formalism yet nevertheless seeks to discriminate between ‘art-like situations’ and a broader artefactual record. Gell’s response to the problem of the specific status of artworks (or ‘art-like situations’) was of course shaped by his conception of time, and whilst he is concerned with continuity and duration he does not attempt to dissolve the artwork in a temporal flow, nor even fully submerge it. The work is a ‘stop’. Thus the obdurate materiality of the artwork is acknowledged yet also recognized as more than material, precisely because the artwork continues to act. In this way Gell’s theory of agency gives some purchase on the problem of duration and what it means for an artwork to continue to compel our attention even when separated from its original context. Thus from the perspective of a critical art history one could describe the contribution of Art and Agency as the attempt to overcome materiality as durability, or, better, to reveal more clearly what durability is.

Yet this contribution remains potential; Gell’s work has not been warmly received by art historians. It seems to me that the reasons for the muted welcome also derive from Gell’s conception of time, and what it excludes. The difficulties here lie with the anthropological ‘depth of focus’. Gell’s concern is with ‘the immediate context of social interactions’ rather than longer time scales; thus his focus is on ‘particular artworks in specific interactive settings’ (Gell 1998: 8, emphasis added). Whilst these interactive settings are the province of anthropology, Gell holds that the ‘particular institutional characteristics of mass societies’ lie beyond these settings and are thus the domain of the sociology of art (ibid.). He concedes that anthropologists cannot ignore institutions, yet also asserts ‘that there are many societies in which the “institutions” which provide the context for the production and circulation of art are not specialized “art” institutions as such, but institutions of a more general scope; for example, cults, exchange systems, etc.’ (ibid.) And for Gell it is the existence of such societies which justifies the ‘relative autonomy of an anthropology of art’ (ibid.: 9).

This simply prompts a question as to the value of such relative autonomy. If the autonomy requires excluding from consideration those societies in which ‘art’ institutions do exist then it might seem that the price is too high. At least, it might seem reasonable to desire of an anthropological theory that it make some address to these societies rather than simply designating them the province of sociology. In the present context this is an important issue because ‘art’ institutions, as I have intimated, shaped Duchamp’s oeuvre in profound ways; perhaps, above all, this was the case for the institution of the art market. Here a seeming paradox needs to be addressed: that the ‘individuality’ of a modern artist such as Duchamp is a product of the operation of the market, which renders labour abstract and anonymous. This is a complex matter and its treatment requires several stages of analysis.

Markets in the first instance may have existed as a means of disposing of surplus, yet they tend to encourage the production of goods for exchange. Marx argues that goods for exchange, that is, commodities, create specific conditions for their producers, who only enter into relation with one another in the act of exchange. As a result ‘the social relations between persons’ appear to them ‘as material relations between persons and social relations between things’ (Marx 1990: 166). In such situations ‘products of labour acquire a socially uniform objectivity as values’ (ibid.). And distinguishing between value and use in a product of labour involves a process of abstraction, as the socially uniform objectivity of value, that is, equality in the full sense between different kinds of labour, can only be arrived at by treating ‘human labour in the abstract’ (ibid.). This abstraction is the difficulty that the market creates for Gell’s theory; the market mediates between producers and consumers in such ways as to inhibit the ‘particular cognitive operation’ which is abductive inference. For Gell, this inference is to result in ‘access to “another mind” ’ (Gell 1998: 15). Yet such access is, by definition, prevented in the production of commodities where it is not the agency of producers which is at issue but the creation of value. For Marx, commodities mediate social relations but they do not mediate social agency. Thus they do not offer mediation in the way Gell describes it in ‘art-like situations’.5

Of course, one could respond that the creative labour of the artist is of a special kind which enables one to continue to make abductive inferences and identify ‘art-like situations’; despite the depredations of the art market, works of art remain in a special category. Yet such a response would not dispense with the fact that, with the rise of the art market, creative labour has been increasingly mediated by dealers, critics and designated exhibition spaces – mediated, that is, by a series of institutions Gell is disinclined to discuss.6 In this respect, appealing to the special character of artistic production will not remove the difficulties confronting Gell’s theory.7 Moreover, the mediation of ‘art’ institutions has progressively reconfigured the character of creative labour. This brings me to the matter of Duchamp’s ‘individuality’.

Duchamp’s work was not merely conditioned by the institutions of the art world, for the artist acknowledged and responded to them in unique ways. In significant part this was a result of Duchamp’s point of entry to the art world. His early works, such as Young Man and Girl in Spring, were created at a moment when the friction between the academic establishment and a network of private dealers had fostered a range of avant-garde strategies. In France, the ‘official’ annual exhibition, the Salon des Artistes Français, had been rivalled by the creation of the Salon des Indépendants (1884) and the Société Nationale des Beaux Arts (1890). The authority of the academy was now weakened and the French art world diversified; in 1903 these developments were pushed further by the establishing of yet another annual exhibition, the Salon d’Automne. These large exhibitions were in turn supported by smaller salonnets. In 1911 the critic Louis Vauxcelles estimated that the major salons had seventeen thousand exhibits and the salonnets a further ten thousand; in this situation, it is easy to see that the market for contemporary art had become saturated.8 Now artists were increasingly obliged to experiment to attract attention and support. Self promotion became vital, yet in the midst of such large displays single works could fail to make an impact; in this situation a successful tactic was the development of a profile at the salons through the coordinated display of different artists working in related styles. Fauvism was thus launched at the Salon d’Automne of 1905 and Cubism at the Salon des Indépendants of 1911.

Once a group of artists had established some reputation by such means they could make the transition from the large salons to the private galleries. The most successful artists would now secure contracts with dealers, which often involved exclusive rights to an artist’s production.9 Yet such contracts shaped production in particular ways. Instead of producing a small number of works for salon submission, artists with contracts tended to work towards ‘one-man shows’ at their dealer’s gallery; thus different works by the same artist came to be viewed together. These viewing conditions encouraged both artist and dealer to consider works in relation to one another, and this tended to have the effect of entrenching an artist’s style. If an artist continued to innovate, the experimentation was now usually undertaken within the parameters of a recognized, individual style. From the point of view of the dealer, this combination of innovation and entrenchment was welcome; innovation maintained the interest of collectors and the entrenchment ensured the continuity and continued value of an individual style, which was what the dealer underwriting production was investing in.10 It was this situation which Duchamp acknowledged and, as it developed, his oeuvre assumed the status of an ironic commentary on the art market.

Duchamp’s Young Man and Girl in Spring was shown at the 1911 Salon d’Automne, within the milieu of salon Cubism. Yet he was to be made acutely aware of the role of exhibition strategies after Gleizes and Metzinger took exception to what they saw as the satirical intent of Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2, and objected to its inclusion in the Salon des Indépendants of 1912. This event seems to have been a significant factor in Duchamp’s ‘retirement’ from painting in that year.11 Yet if Duchamp now seemed to withdraw from the art market he retained an engagement with its mechanisms. He now turned his attention to the production of ‘readymades’, more or less mundane objects simply designated as works of art and signed by the artist. So if the Parisian art market encouraged the cultivation of individual styles, Duchamp took the process to an absurd conclusion by abandoning painting and painterly style whilst preserving the signature, the gesture traditionally used to complete a work and confirm the identity of a style.12 And if in one respect the signing of readymades seems to create diversity within the oeuvre, as any object can be signed and thereby appropriated, the same principle reduces everything to the same status; everything and anything is a potential work by Marcel Duchamp.13

In Art and Agency Gell admits to an imagined interlocutor that the model of the oeuvre he has developed from Husserl seems of limited application and would not serve well for, say, the work of Canaletto. Rather, it ‘best applies to artists whose œuvre embodies a high degree of conscious self-reference’ (Gell 1998: 242). This is indeed the case for Duchamp but perhaps not quite in the way Gell imagined. Self-reference in Duchamp’s oeuvre may include the protention and retention of imagery but it is also a matter of those signs and gestures which constitute artistic identity in the marketplace, including of course the artist’s signature. Network of Stoppages may be a characteristic example of the superimposition of motifs but it is also distinctive in superimposing Duchamp’s own works. Many other forms of superimposition are easily found in the oeuvre; consider for example another important work of early 1914, Pharmacy, produced perhaps as little as a month before Network of Stoppages (Figure 5.1).

Pharmacy is amongst the artist’s earliest readymades, made by adding touches of colour to a commercial print of a winter landscape, along with a prominent new title and signature. The touches of red and yellow are placed so as to suggest two figures, perhaps about to encounter each other on a woodland path. Yet the title would direct a viewer with knowledge of French urban culture to a different interpretation, as the touches of colour could also suggest the bottles placed in the windows of French pharmacies. So, as with Network of Stoppages, there are (at least) three layers in Pharmacy. Yet in the readymade the layers are not all Duchamp’s; one belongs to the author of the original print, one belongs to Duchamp as the ‘producer’ of the readymade, and one arguably belongs to whichever pharmacist first thought to devise a window display with coloured bottles. If Pharmacy may be described as a network of stoppages, that network seems designed to extend beyond the artist. The very act of producing readymades demonstrates this; for each readymade is the appropriation of the work of another as much as it is the creation of ‘a new thought for the object’, even though Duchamp placed the emphasis on the latter part of the process when describing it in 1917 (Duchamp [1917] 1992: 248). As an appropriation, in which a new work is produced by mere designation, the readymade is simultaneously an exalting and undermining of the creative act. So if there is self-reference in Duchamp’s oeuvre it involves as much address to the cultural and institutional position of the artist as it does allusion to the artist’s other works.14 Duchamp would carry this process to a logical conclusion by the ironic institutionalization of his own work.

In 1940 a subscription bulletin announced the appearance of a ‘work’ which had occupied Duchamp since 1935. This was in fact a series of works, miniature colour reproductions and replicas of Duchamp’s own paintings and readymades, issued in cloth-covered boxes sometimes enclosed in leather valises, each example referred to as The Box in a Valise (Figure 5.2). This series itself went through a number of editions, with the final one assembled between 1955 and 1968. This latter series incorporated additional colour and black-and-white reproductions, including one of the Network of Stoppages. Of course, this significantly extended the protentional-retentional field of the 1914 work. Yet Gell does not refer to this modification of the oeuvre in his essay or in Art and Agency. And this despite the fact that The Box in a Valise is amply documented in Schwarz’s catalogue raisonné, the volume which Gell consulted in constructing his own model of the artist’s oeuvre (Schwarz 1969: 511–13). This is not a trivial point, for if The Box in a Valise does underline the coherence of the artist’s oeuvre by carrying self-reference to a new level, it does so in a manner which is problematic for Gell’s anthropological theory.
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5.1 Marcel Duchamp, Pharmacy, from View, New York, magazine containing a rectified readymade after the original of 1914, various authors, 1945 (lithograph), Private Collection/Photo © Christie’s Images / The Bridgeman Art Library, © Succession Marcel Duchamp/ADAGP, Paris and DACS, London 2012.
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5.2 Marcel Duchamp, The Box in a Valise 1935–1941 (leather-covered case containing miniature replicas and photographs), Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art/Photo © Scottish National Galleries, © Succession Marcel Duchamp/ADAGP, Paris and DACS, London 2012.



In an interview with James Johnson Sweeney, itself cited in Schwarz’s catalogue, Duchamp explained the genesis of his series:

here, again, a new form of expression was involved. Instead of painting something new, my aim was to reproduce the paintings and objects I liked and collect them in a space as small as possible. I did not know how to go about it. I first thought of a book, but I did not like the idea. Then it occurred to me that it could be a box in which all my works would be collected and mounted like in a small museum, a portable museum, so to speak. (Schwarz 1969: 513)

One could say that Duchamp had reached the ‘stage of life’ where he wanted to curate his own career and that The Box in a Valise was the result. This portable museum is evidently a caricature of an institution, given that it contains reproductions and not ‘original’ works, and indeed once fully unfolded it most closely resembles a salesman’s suitcase of samples. Nevertheless, The Box in a Valise does suggest a ‘depth of focus’ specific to the museum. In Duchamp’s move towards self-memorialization there is an attempt to move beyond ‘the context of the “life” ’, or at least to situate that context in a larger frame. Duchamp thereby made further acknowledgment of the institutional parameters of his work.15 Thus The Box in a Valise removes the artist from the anthropological realm as defined by Gell. In choosing to enshrine his oeuvre in his own museum, Duchamp assigned it to the sociology of art. This decision reveals not just the limits of Gell’s account of Duchamp, it also points towards the limits of his larger anthropological project.

At this juncture, it should be recalled that Gell began his essay on Duchamp by seeking to rebut the charge that anthropology ‘cannot handle change’. Gell’s own solution, as has been shown, was to develop a systematic model from the work of Husserl; for Gell, this simply ‘by-passes, or rather, leap-frogs over, the problem of historical explanation’. However, in the present context one is forced to ask how successful such acrobatics are. Arguably Gell arrived at a model for consciousness of change, which is hardly a model for change itself. Moreover, Gell developed this model with reference to an artist whose portable museum resists the anthropologist’s categorization. Consummate chess player that he was, Duchamp remains one move ahead. The artist consistently anticipated and checked those seeking to interpret his work and, given The Box in a Valise, this would seem to include Gell. The anthropologist perhaps recognized as much in viewing Duchamp’s oeuvre as a network; it is also a net in which he is caught. Given Gell’s delight in traps and trapping, it might not have concerned him too much to be in thrall to the artist. At least in this sense, he was perhaps content to be Duchamp’s Gell.

Notes

1. Unless otherwise indicated, quotations are from the essay by Gell published in this volume.

2. An assessment of Gell’s work from this perspective seems necessary in order to suggest why his theories have not had an impact on art history comparable to that visited on anthropology. So a reading of his essay, to adapt one of the author’s own phrases, has a certain art-historical relevance, quite apart from cultural interest. For cases where art historians have engaged with Gell’s work, see O’Malley (2005), Rampley (2005), Van Eck (2010) and the range of contributions in Osborne and Tanner (2007).

3. No one has done more than Mark Antliff to shed light on Bergson and thereby illuminate this question. See Antliff (1993). For further documentation, see Antliff and Leighten (2008).

4. To reach this conclusion Gell drew on Henderson (1983). His position is also supported by Henderson’s later and more detailed work on Duchamp (Henderson 1998).

5. This position is developed from Marx’s analysis of the production and circulation of commodities, yet in establishing the limits of social agency it raises issues which are directly relevant to the shape of Gell’s argument. Approaching these issues from another direction, Whitney Davis has pointed out that agency should not be limited ‘to the individuated personal identities of patrons, artists or viewers’ and that in principle agency is multiple and ramified (Davis 2007: 210). Yet Gell does not pursue this line of argument, for this account of agency moves analysis away from the domain Gell wishes to inhabit, that of ‘social relations in the vicinity of objects’.

6. This is the bare outline of a long and complicated history. The institutions of the modern ‘art world’ were established in the eighteenth century in Paris with the emergence of regular exhibitions, the ‘salons’, from 1737. These created a new public for art and, in turn, new types of professional and commercial activity in the form of art criticism and art dealing; see Crow (1985) and Wrigley (1993). To argue that certain works of art are commodities and thus do not mediate social agency does not oblige one to level art production with other forms of production. Yet it does seem to require an account of art production which relies less on ‘abductive inference’ than on ‘inferential criticism’. For the definition and practice of such criticism, see Baxandall (1985).

7. It should be noted that, with the exception of Duchamp, Gell avoided the problem of institutions by largely avoiding works of art made under the conditions of developed commodity production, that is, the majority of work produced in the West in the last two hundred years. When Gell does discuss such work he tends to concentrate on examples such as Goya’s portrait of the Duke of Wellington where some interaction of minds can be sustained. He acknowledges that he is principally interested in examples of ‘limited circulation’ (Gell 1998: 8).

8. The figures are given in Cottington (1998: 42). This work offers an excellent history of the developments summarized here.

9. For examples of such contracts, see Appendix E of Gee (1981: 10–18).

10. It should be emphasiszed that the use of contracts by dealers such as Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler differed from earlier models of patronage, such as that of Ambroise Vollard, who tended to buy the contents of a studio rather than offer continued support. Kahnweiler’s contracts with Picasso and Braque formed part of the matrix for the development of their Cubism. For the impact of new patterns of dealing, see Cottington (1998).

11. For a cogent summary of Duchamp’s point of entry to this market and his perspective on it, see Cottington (2004: 155–61).

12. Jeffrey Weiss has argued that the ‘commercialism, mediocrity and glut’ of the Parisian art market were crucial factors in the conception of the readymades, and even claims: ‘before it is anything else, the readymade is Duchamp’s answer to overproduction and avantgardism’ (Weiss 1994: 116, 125).

13. John Cage recognized this relationship. ‘The check. The string he dropped. The Mona Lisa. The musical notes taken out of a hat. The glass. The toy shotgun painting. The things he found. Therefore, everything seen – every object, that is, plus the process of looking at it – is a Duchamp’ (Cage [1964] 1973: 188).

14. Davis also makes the point that Duchamp’s oeuvre should be considered as displaying ramified agency rather than being the product of one agent (Davis 2007: 209).

15. The Box in a Valise is the point of departure for Dalia Judovitz’s book-length study of Duchamp (1995). This work develops a number of the arguments concerning institutionalization sketched here.
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CHAPTER 6



MUSIC

Ontology, Agency, Creativity

Georgina Born

Introduction

It seems that we all have our own Alfred Gell – that he is a multiplicity; and that Art and Agency is a multiplicity, as well as being a technology of enchantment (Gell 1992). From the evidence of the conference that forms the basis for the present volume, Gell left a trail of dyadic relations of attentive intellectual engagement, of honest and kind exchange. What is striking – from the diverse readings and indebted critiques manifest at the conference – is the extraordinarily fertile nature of his work. Cultural objects and artistic oeuvres, as he said, ‘have indeed no essences, only an indefinite range of potentials’ (1999: 212). He concludes in ‘Vogel’s Net’: ‘I would define as a candidate artwork any object or performance that . . . embodies intentionalities that are complex, demanding of attention and perhaps difficult to reconstruct fully’ (ibid.: 211), while also being ‘a place of capture’ or a ‘thought-trap’ (in Boyer’s words), which holds its ‘victims’ for a time in suspension (ibid.: 213). Surely we are all, in this volume, struggling generatively to be released from capture by Art and Agency.

Music: always the exception, on the outside looking in, in discussions of material culture. Against this, I will propose that music is a particularly instructive object for a Gell-ian theory of cultural production, as well as being productive in relation to the concern with ontology in recent social and anthropological theory (Henare, Holbraad and Wastell 2007; Viveiros de Castro 2003, 2004). In what follows I develop an analytics of music’s mediation, relating this to recent attempts to theorize music’s plural ontologies. But before this, I recapitulate some key principles from Art and Agency, and then go on to note some telling problems with Gell’s theory. The problems become particularly apparent when examining music through the lens of Art and Agency, but are not confined to the study of music. Such limitations are perplexing in that most of them appear to have been avoided in Gell’s earlier essay ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’, published for the first time in this collection, which amounts to a preparatory study towards Chapter 9 of the eventual book. The earlier essay foresees directions of analysis that were not pursued in Art and Agency, evidencing in this way a discontinuity in Gell’s oeuvre, and one that demonstrates the Gellian insight (adapted from Husserl) that not all that is protended is necessarily retained.

Art and Agency: Anthropology and the ‘Biographical Depth of Focus’

Gell begins Art and Agency by distinguishing his anthropological theory of art from a sociological one, as well as from any ‘institutional theory’ of art, such as that of Bourdieu. This is an insistent theme of his essays on art; indeed Gell etches the boundaries of his approach through a double distinction. He will break not only with the institutional focus of the sociology of art, which has concerned itself primarily with Western art or the art of advanced states, but also ‘with the aesthetic preoccupations of much of the existing anthropology of art’, adopting a ‘methodological philistinism’ (Gell 1999: 162, 161). A properly anthropological theory of art, in his eyes, will be social in orientation, not aesthetic, semiotic or cultural. Its focus should be ‘social relations in the vicinity of objects mediating social agency’, such that ‘the nature of the art object is a function of the social-relational matrix in which it is embedded’ (Gell 1998: 7). Moreover the production and circulation of art should be understood as sustained by objective social processes, in turn connected to other social processes – exchange, religion, kinship, politics and so on (ibid.: 3). ‘Instead of symbolic communication’, Gell writes,

I place all the emphasis on agency, intention, causation, result and transformation. I view art as a system of action, intended to change the world . . . The ‘action’-centred approach to art is inherently more anthropological than the alternative semiotic approach because it is preoccupied with the practical mediatory role of art objects in the social process, rather than with the interpretation of objects ‘as if’ they were texts. (ibid.: 6; italics in original)

A strictly social, rather than linguistic, discursive or cultural conception of mediation, is therefore at the heart of Gell’s approach.

Also definitive of an anthropological theory of art, Gell writes, is the conviction that such a theory should adopt a particular ‘depth of focus’, one that is ‘biographical’ and that ‘attempts to replicate the time perspective of [the social] agents themselves’ (ibid.: 10), a perspective the periodicity of which is the life cycle. This biographical depth of focus has temporal and spatial correlates; it examines time and space as they are ‘traversed by agents’ (ibid.: 11) over the life course.

At the centre of an anthropological theory of art, according to Gell, lies a nexus of social relations, ‘a domain in which “objects” merge with “people” by virtue of the existence of social relations between persons and things, and persons and persons via things’ (ibid.: 12). These relations are ‘art-like’; they exist when an art object in the form of a material index elicits a certain cognitive operation, which Gell defines, after Peirce, as the ‘abduction’ of social agency: the inference that the object is the outcome of social agency (ibid.: 13–15). In this way the cultural objects (or indexes) that result from social agency both condense social relations and themselves have agency. Gell distinguishes between primary agents, intentional beings who distribute their agency through indexes or material objects, and secondary agents, the index or artefact through which the primary agents distribute their agency (ibid.: 20). Thus ‘objectification in artefact-form is how social agency manifests and realizes itself, via the proliferation of fragments of “primary” intentional agents in their “secondary” artefactual forms’ (ibid.: 21).

In sum, all cultural production constructs social relations between persons, relations that are relayed via art or cultural objects, and between persons and objects. Through the circulation of such objects, social relations are distributed and dispersed both spatially and temporally. Reflecting on the agency of Congolese nail fetishes, Gell describes the resulting effect as ‘an invisible skein of social relations, fanning out in social space and social time’, noting the ‘ “involute” character of the [fetish as] index, which may objectify a whole series of relations in a single form’ (ibid.: 62). Moreover, through the distribution of art objects across time and space, the social relations that they embody are relayed and transformed, as are the objects themselves. The art object therefore has a kind of career: it is transformed not only through its changing interpretation in reception and performance, but it may alter even in its physical form.

At this point it is worth noting the evident parallels between Gell’s account and other relational social theories, including Actor Network Theory (Latour 1993; Law and Hassard 1999), with its focus on the construction of connections between human and non-human actors, and Marilyn Strathern’s (1988, 1999) and Nicholas Thomas’s (1991) concern with distributed persons and the entanglement of objects. Gell therefore contributes to the wider analytical movement in the social sciences towards relational ontologies, one that has recently been linked to a rediscovery of the sociology of Tarde (Barry and Thrift 2007b, 2007a; Candea 2010), as well as the vitalism of Bergson and Whitehead (Bell 2007; Ingold and Hallam 2007). It is also notable that despite Gell’s attempt to distance his approach from semiotics, his theory resonates with Peircian semiotics, notably the idea of the potentially infinite nature of semiosis. In this sense Gell might be seen as proffering a theory of social semiosis.

But Gell makes two further conceptual moves. First, he shifts register with a discussion of style in which he analyses the ‘relations between relations’ or transformational processes that link numerous instances of Marquesan art. He draws an analogy between the relation of the individual artwork to the larger unity of style, and that of the individual human to the larger unity given by kinship principles of descent, alliance or exchange. Just as individuals are seen by Marquesans as ‘portions’ of the collectivity they participate in and divide from – that is, individuals are fragments of the imaginary totality of an indivisible kinship system – so Marquesan art objects are conceived as fragments of the ‘larger [stylistic] unities’ to which they belong. This takes Gell to ‘the notion of a “corpus” of artworks as a kind of spatio-temporally dispersed “population” ’. Such a corpus, he proposes, is a product of the ‘extended mind’, by which he refers to externalized and collectivized cognitive processes (1998: 221–22). While insightful, this is a heavily structuralist, indeed a Durkheimian, reading which recalls the traditional anthropological topos of a bounded and homogeneous social whole. In contrast, other dimensions of Gell’s theory, as I have shown, envisage a different (Tardeian) ontology centred on mediation and the relaying of social relations, which need not invoke such closure.

A final stage of Gell’s theory brings time into the equation. Gell approaches this through a reflection on the oeuvre of Marcel Duchamp and, by analogy, the stylistic unity of the architecture of Maori meeting houses. Here he draws on Husserl’s model of time-consciousness, which emerged in the same period as Duchamp’s early work. For Husserl, events are modified when apprehended from the point of view of present, past or future. Past and future are dynamic states: they continually alter in cognitive time. Central to the dynamic experience of time is the existence of retentions – memories or traces of the past – and protentions – projections or anticipations. The past is always a construction of the present and is experienced through a retention of previous events, just as the future is also a present construct, experienced as a protention of possible outcomes. Both constructs alter as the present evolves through the shifting relations between prehending subject and prehended object (Whitehead 1978).

Using Duchamp to illustrate, Gell takes these Husserlian insights to the analysis of the relations between works in an artist’s oeuvre: how later works are anticipated in earlier ones, and how retentions of earlier works are found in later ones. He proposes that almost all of Duchamp’s works from 1913 were intentionally part of a single, coherent project. ‘It is literally the case that Duchamp’s oeuvre consists of a single distributed object, in that each of Duchamp’s separate works is a preparation for, or a development of, other works of his, and all may be traced, by direct or circuitous pathways, to all the others’ (1998: 245). An oeuvre, Gell concludes, is an object distributed in time, where the relations between individual artworks map out a web of retentions and protentions. Gell extends the argument to the corpus of Maori meeting houses constructed between 1870 and 1930, suggesting that it amounts to a composite object distributed in time and space. ‘Maori meeting houses’, he says, ‘may have been the collective production of many separate artists and builders . . .; yet all are expressions of a common historical trajectory, a common cultural system, of common ideological and political purpose.’

Thus a collective corpus of works, as well as styles (or genres) over time, can also be conceived in terms of a web of retentions and protentions, and as such it integrates particular instances of creativity into a higher-order unity. In Gell’s account the cultural objects or artefacts that compose such a web themselves exercise a type of agency: as secondary agents, via abduction, they point to the existence of primary agents, whose social agency they distribute and circulate. This suggests something that is surprisingly missed by Gell: that the Husserlian account of the dynamics of retention and protention might also be taken to the analysis of temporality in processes specifically of social mediation, a temporality manifest in the attempt to cultivate social relations both by retaining and rearticulating pre-existing relations, and by protending or anticipating new relations. Such an approach to social mediation recalls, again, the recently revitalized sociology of Tarde.1

Problems: Scale, Time, Social Mediation and Ontology

In light of this brief overview of Gell’s theory, I want to consider four problems, of which the first two – while characteristic of Art and Agency – appear, paradoxically, to find a ‘solution’ in his earlier paper, ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’. My claim will be, then, that in some ways the earlier paper offers a less anthropologically ‘pure’ (vis-à-vis Art and Agency) and also a more generative version of Gell’s theory. The last two problems will lead us into the second half of the chapter and the discussion of music.

The first problem concerns the biographical depth of focus of Gell’s theory, which he identifies tout court with anthropology. The core of Art and Agency, as I have shown, depends on deciphering relations at this scale and yields tremendous insights. But the attempt to divorce this scale of analysis from any consideration of wider historical processes – social, political, cultural, economic – is unproductive. Indeed it is in tension with some of Gell’s own interpretive moves, which demand a rapprochement with history and sociology, thereby connecting them to the larger canvas of art, cultural and political history. Whether we take his sustained reflections on the oeuvre of Duchamp, or his memorable analysis of the social relations immanent in the Slashed Rokeby Venus in Art and Agency, or his discussion of the art of Damien Hirst and Judith Horn in ‘Vogel’s Net’ (Gell 1999): all of these require Gell to address the relation between the artists and objects at issue and wider historical processes, in this way straining at the conceptual boundaries he has set up. To diagnose what we might call the semantics of human agency and its ‘complex intentionalities’ (ibid.: 212), that is, the particular historical meaning of artists’ interventions and the degree of invention or genericism manifest in the object, Gell has to take stock of Hirst’s and Horn’s links to conceptual art, and of Duchamp’s connections to Dada and Surrealism and his supremely influential status in twentieth-century artistic modernity. The Slashed Rokeby Venus manifests a different dimension of the same problem, since to account for the very existence of this object, as well as the suffragette Mary Richardson’s agency in relation to it, is necessarily to address the invasion of art by other orders of discourse – in this case, by early twentieth-century feminist politics.2

The second problem follows on, and stems from Gell’s approach to time and temporality in Art and Agency. Although the Husserlian phenomenological perspective on time is generative, it requires to be augmented by the analysis of other dimensions of historical time. What is astonishing when one turns to ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’ – the central theme of which is the representation of duration and continuity in the visual arts and specifically the work of Duchamp – is the commitment with which it pursues questions of history and temporality. In fact it presents an entirely different stance on these issues, and on anthropology’s disciplinary identity, to Art and Agency. The paper is founded on the wish to draw cross-disciplinary connections between the formative period of twentieth-century art (1890–1925) and those of anthropology and philosophy. In particular, Gell traces links between, on the one hand, Bergson, James and Husserl and, on the other hand, Cézanne, Cubism and Duchamp. Arguing that intellectual currents were at work in these years traversing the disciplines, Gell states that such connections have gained insufficient attention ‘because of the over-riding rigidity of disciplinary boundaries’ (Gell, this volume: 88). In several places, he urges anthropology to make good the deficiencies of ‘historical-particularist accounts of “change” ’ (ibid.: 89) provided by historiographers by innovating in historical explanation and the analysis of continuity and change.

Gell’s radical proposal is that anthropologists can do this by drawing on Husserl and the insights from Duchamp’s oeuvre, developing in this way ‘structural models of the temporal domain’ (Gell, this volume: 112), or, as he puts it in full flight, ‘a class of structural models which seek to expose the possibilities and constraints which govern the transformation of elements in structurally integrated systems of relationships forming a totality’ (ibid.: 90). Husserl, he adds, ‘furnishes us with an instrument of great subtlety for handling the conceptual problems of continuity and change in relation to historical and sociological processes, as well as psychological ones’ (ibid.: 107). Change is to be conceived as ‘a problem of order and its transformations, the order that we might otherwise seek in a cycle of myths, the grammar of a language, or the oeuvre of an artist’ (ibid.: 90), or indeed in the evolution and succession of artistic genres and intellectual movements. Even if it is not theorized as such, the phenomenon of change is portrayed in this paper in terms of parallel temporalities operating at different scales, some of them far beyond the biographical. In this way, Gell envisages the kind of expanded anthropology of time in the analysis of cultural production, concerned with delineating multiple temporalities, that is developed in the work of Christopher Pinney (Pinney 2005) and myself (Born 2010a, 2010b). Pinney, addressing time in visual cultures and taking a lead from Lévi-Strauss and Kracauer, argues that ‘To make time “uncontemporaneous” is to insist on its multiplicity and difference’ (2005: 264). My own work pursues in relation to music the question of how an aesthetic domain can constitute history, emphasizing four orders of temporality in music’s relation to social time.

A final welcome feature of Gell’s focus on time in ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’ is that he attends to the question of invention in relation to Duchamp and, therefore, to his historical impact in the arts. Gell is able to state towards the end of the paper: ‘Studying Duchamp’s total output in this way, we are amazed by the extraordinary degree of inventiveness combined with internal symbolic coherence that it displays.’ He proceeds to affirm Duchamp’s influential role in the emergence of a series of artistic movements, including Futurism, Dada, Surrealism, Minimalism, Op Art, Pop Art and Conceptual Art. Here, once again, Gell’s analysis overreaches biographical scale such that the insights of anthropology merge seamlessly with art and cultural history, while methodological philistinism tips over into anthropologically (or sociologically) informed aesthetic insight and cultural criticism. For me, this paper reveals another Gell, propitiously released from his disciplinary super-ego, and his work is conceptually the richer for it.

The last two limitations of Gell’s approach in Art and Agency are not answered by ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’, and are thus less easily resolved. The first concerns the book’s Durkheimian orientation in the account of social mediation – one that is in considerable tension with the more Peircian figuring of a continuous relay or circulation of social relations through the artwork. The Durkheimian stance is evident at several levels: not only in the drawing of direct homologies between social organization and stylistic organization (Chapter 8) and the inclination to depict social groups as holistic and homogeneous, but, as Miller observes, in the valorization of art objects in terms of their extrinsic social functions – a propensity that he links to the sacralization and reification of social relations in neo-Durkheimian British social anthropology (Miller 2005). This in turn highlights a resilient, if ambivalent, humanism in Gell. For despite his attempt to incorporate the agency of things, with his insistence on biographical scale and his view of the art object as a ‘function of the social-relational matrix in which it is embedded’, Gell reinscribes not only disciplinary boundaries between social anthropology and sociology or history, but conceptual dualisms between subject and object, and between the problematic of non-Western and Western art. Ironically, by deferring a full engagement with the specifically aesthetic properties of cultural objects, Gell risks an anthropological version of the sociological reductionism that he himself rightly condemns. I will argue that music requires a quite different account of social mediation in cultural production.

The fourth and final limitation of Art and Agency that I want to highlight points to the present interest in questions of ontology. In previous papers I have drawn attention to the way that anthropological and sociological research necessarily exists at the interface of two dimensions of ontology (Born 2005, 2010a, 2010b). The first dimension is the ontology that characterizes the theoretical and methodological stance of the analyst; it is obvious that much of the excitement generated by Art and Agency stems from this dimension, due to Gell’s imaginative recasting of the entire frame of research on cultural production. In this, as I mentioned, his work forms part of a wave of distinctive relational ontologies sweeping across the social sciences. The second dimension is the ontology of the object – that is, the ontology that characterizes the particular cultural practices, the social world of cultural production, under study. This dimension Gell neglects, and as a result, his theory is weakened. If Gell provides a powerful theory of art’s mediation by social relations, then an additional conceptual move is required of any theory of cultural production that aspires to be both explanatory and adequate to its object: from mediation to ontology.

Music, Cultural Production, and Mediation

In the second half of the chapter I want to show, with reference to three historical examples, how research on music throws light on the problems that I have identified with Gell’s schema, and points to ways forward. But why is music an especially instructive object for Gellian analysis and more generally for theories of art and cultural production?

First, music shows that beyond the visual- and artefact-centrism characteristic of theories of art and material culture, there need not be a physical artefact or a visual object or symbol at the centre of the analysis of materiality, mediation and semiosis. Nor are these forms of analysis antithetical; indeed for music all three are necessarily entwined. Music has its own very particular material and semiotic properties (Born 1991, 1993b; Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000a; Nattiez 1983, 1990a, 1990b, 1999) that not only extend the scope of existing theories, but offer wider insights. In terms of its core as musical sound, music is a non-representational, non-artefactual, alogogenic medium. Lacking a denotative level of meaning, in most human cultures musical sound engenders a profusion of extra-musical connotations of diverse kinds (visual, sensual, emotional, intellectual) that are projected into the musical sound object while experienced as deriving naturally from it.

Given these profuse significations, ethnomusicologists confirm the universal existence of social interpretations of music expressed in systems of talk, knowledge and theory about music, usually in the form of common linguistic metaphors attached to music (Feld 1984a, 1984b; Feld and Fox 1994). At the same time, musical sound is irreducible to such linguistic mediation; as Feld puts it, ‘speech about music represents an attempt to construct a metaphoric discourse to signify awareness of the more fundamental metaphoric discourse that music communicates in its own right’ (1984a: 93). My own work has added a concern with the way that linguistic metaphors for musical sound combine and cohere into ramifying fields of discourse or discursive formations (Foucault 1972; Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983), thereby raising questions of power – the differential power to define, circulate and institutionalize music’s meanings (Born 1995).

A second point takes us beyond language; for if linguistic mediation is pervasive, music’s mediation is not reducible to language alone. More obviously than visual and literary media, music has no material essence but a plural and distributed material being. Music favours associations between musicians and instruments, composers and scores, listeners and sound systems, music programmers and digital code – that is, between subjects and objects. Its multiple simultaneous forms of existence – as sonic object and aural trace, as the object of discursive exegesis, as intersubjective and embodied, social and ritualized performance, as notated or graphic score, as technological prosthesis or medium – indicate the necessity of conceiving of the musical object as a constellation of mediations which are not only discursive and ideational, but social and performative, visual, technological, and so on. In this sense, we might speak of music’s multitextuality – of the distribution of its meaning, and of musical experience, across these plural mediations.

Compared with the visual and literary arts, then, music has to be grasped as an extraordinarily complex kind of cultural object – as an aggregation of sonic, social, discursive, visual, technological, corporeal and temporal mediations: as a musical assemblage (De Landa 2006; Deleuze 1988; Rabinow 2003), where this is defined as a characteristic constellation of such heterogeneous mediations. Thus the properties (or meanings) of music cannot be analysed in isolation, but must be cognized in terms of the assemblage – or constellation of mediations – of which music is composed; while the affordances of any musical assemblage can be traced through the network of associations between human and non-human entities that it embodies (Latour 2005). In its plurality, music has the oxymoronic quality of being at once immaterial (as sound, or code) and multiply material; it might be conceived as the paradigmatic multiply-mediated, immaterial-and-material, fluid quasi-object, one in which subjects and objects are continuously mutually engaged and entangled (Born 2005, 2012).

Third, if these properties make music a perplexing object, then other writers come closer to Gell’s account of mediation, portraying a complementary property of music: its mediation of subject-object relations. As DeNora (2000: 40) puts it, ‘Music is active within social life: just as music’s meanings may be constructed in relation to things outside it, so, too, things outside music may be constructed in relation to music.’ Hennion takes this perspective further, dwelling on the intimate mediation between music lover and musical sound in the co-production of taste – where taste is a mutually transformative relation cultivated through a range of practices and techniques. ‘Bodies, spaces, durations, gestures, regular practice, technical devices, objects, guides, apprenticeship’ (Hennion 2003: 90) – all point to taste as an accomplishment. Music therefore ‘transforms those who take possession of it’ such that it makes sense to speak of ‘the co-formation of a music and of those who make it and listen to it’ (Hennion 2001: 3). Hence the bidirectional nature both of music’s mediation and of human and non-human agency in music: music constituting human subjectivities and socialities, while music is itself constituted in social imagination, in discourse and practice, and in and through its copious and diverse socialities and socio-technical relations.

A fourth observation, following on, is that music necessitates an expansion of the conceptual framework of social mediation. For if music engenders myriad social forms, rather than Gell’s Durkheimian leanings or DeNora’s and Hennion’s microsociologies, it demands to be analysed in terms of four orders of social mediation, in this way resisting any hint of holistic closure. In the first order, music produces its own varied social relations – in the immediate microsocialities of musical performance and practice, in the social relations embodied in musical ensembles and associations, and in the musical division of labour. Second, music has powers to animate imagined communities, aggregating its listeners into collectivities or publics based on musical and other identifications: collectivities that may reproduce and memorialize extant social formations, prefigure emergent social formations, or constitute imaginary social cosmologies (Born 1993a, 2011; Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000a; Stokes 1994). Third, music refracts broader social relations, from the most concrete and intimate to the most abstract of collectivities – music’s instantiation of the nation, of social hierarchy and stratification, or of the dynamics of class, race and gender. Fourth, music is bound up in the social and institutional orders that provide the basis for its production, reproduction and transformation, whether elite or religious patronage, market exchange, the arena of public and subsidized cultural institutions, or late capitalism’s multi-polar cultural economy.

The point is that all four orders of social mediation enter into the musical assemblage: the four are irreducible to one another, and are articulated in contingent and non-linear ways through relations of affordance, conditioning or causality. The first two orders amount to socialities and social relations that are configured or mobilized by specifically musical practice and experience. In contrast, the last two orders represent wider social conditions that themselves afford certain kinds of musical practice – although these social conditions also enter into the nature of musical experience, permeating music’s immediate socialities and imagined communities. Thus, the microsocialities of musical performance and practice, suffused as they are by the social relations of the ensemble, suffused as these social relations may be by wider social relations as well as the imaginary identity formations and cosmological imaginaries afforded by music: all of these orders of social mediation may enter into aesthetic experience for participants, listeners or audiences. Moreover, if this relay of social relations – from wider social dynamics, to music-ensemble relations, to performance microsocialities – may sometimes be homologous, this is not inevitable. Indeed in their autonomy, the microsocialities of performance and practice and social relations of the ensemble can be contrary to, and may become crucibles of transformation of or experimentation with, prevailing social relations. Rather than the four orders of social mediation being isomorphic, ethnography can reveal more complex and surprising relations between them.

To illustrate: Roseman (1984) and I (1995) have both shown that the microsocialities of musical practice and performance, and the egalitarian cosmologies attached to them, are in each case inversions of the broader structure of hierarchical or stratified social relations that characterize, respectively, Temiar society and the computer music institute IRCAM in Paris. These are lived and enduring contradictions that in both ethnographic examples contribute powerfully to the nature of socio-musical experience – by offering a compensatory or alternative social space that fashions the social world differently. In sum, to acknowledge the four orders of social mediation that imbue music, and the potential disjunctures and contradictions between them, is to question any notion that the analysis of social relations at biographical scale can be divorced from wider socio-historical conditions.

A fifth reason why music is compelling is that it is possible to trace historically the coexistence and co-evolution of high-cultural and popular forms: in the East, the changing relations between ‘classicized’ art musics and vernacular musics, as is evident, for example, in the Mughal construction of hierarchical relationships between ‘a subset of cultural practices, to which music belonged, set apart from and higher than other skills and crafts’ and the merely local or vernacular (Butler Schofield 2010: 497); in the West, the lineages of Western classical, romantic and modernist art musics unfolding alongside the emergence and development of ramifying musical vernaculars and commercial popular musics (Born 1987). While Western popular music cultures scavenged stylistically on aspects of art music, Western art musics drew aesthetic elements from Western and non-Western musical vernaculars, with increasing intensity from the early twentieth century through the use of recording technologies (Gendron 2002; Middleton 2000a; Pasler 2000). These bi- or multi-polar musical appropriations were predicated on all sides on evolving constructions by Western music theorists from the late nineteenth century of their differences as socio-musical universes (Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000b; Rehding 2005). This is a history that resists any account of music’s historical condition as unitary. Instead it poses particularly acutely the problem of accounting for music’s meta-historical differences through a relational socio-musical analysis (Born 2010c). These differences, as contemporary music scholarship demonstrates, have to be understood not only in terms of contrasting assemblages, but distinctive ontologies. Music, that is, poses the question of how to analyse its plural ontologies, as well as the articulation between mediation and ontology.

Music: From Mediation to Ontology

The theme of ontology is now prominent in ethnomusicology and musicology. From the former, Bohlman has recently made a general case for pluralizing our understanding of music’s ontologies (Bohlman 1999). Refusing to privilege the West, he argues that ‘the processes that lead to the imagination and construction of a musical ontology assemble it from various metaphysical conditions, but they strive toward an ontology that expresses and resides in some understanding of self-identity’ (ibid.: 34). Bohlman catalogues the extraordinarily diverse range of cosmological, cultural and material elements that figure in music’s ontologies, from its role in identity formation, building community and marking boundaries, to its embeddedness in and construction of the experience of time and nature, the sacred and the mundane, the body and technology. The effect is to challenge any universalizing assumptions about music’s metaphysical condition.

To analyse the substantive plurality of music’s ontologies, an additional conceptual step is necessary: from mediation to ontology. Having grasped the multiple mediations that characterize any musical culture, it is possible to address how those mediations are marked or valorized, acknowledged or absented, ontologically. This depends on the proposition that music’s ontologies presuppose and privilege certain practices, social and material arrangements, while absenting or disavowing others. In short, my argument will be that if Gell’s analysis operates primarily at the level of the assemblage – in that it enables us to conceive of music as a distributed object that both condenses and is constituted by social relations, material and discursive mediations – then in certain musical cultures, his approach is confounded at the level of ontology, since what is encountered is a metaphysics that denies or marginalizes music’s social and material mediation. To make this case, I offer a comparative analysis of three prominent and contrasting music ontologies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: first, the romantic ideal of fidelity to the musical work, or Werktreue, which emerged around 1800 and has since prevailed over the practices of Western art music (Goehr 1992); second, the ontology of twentieth-century African-American jazz; and third, an ontology of performance- or event-centred music that unites a range of Western art music genres, notably American experimental music and European free improvisation, from the mid-twentieth century.

Goehr’s genealogy of the idealist ontology of the musical work is predicated on the need to examine ‘how the work-concept has actually functioned in practice’ (Goehr 1992: 5). To this end, her study traces a constellation of interrelated changes that gathered pace across the nineteenth century, many of them conforming to the Weberian thesis of the progressive rationalization and autonomization of music (Weber 1958). They include the rise of the romantic principle that musical invention depended on the self-expression of the individual composer-genius; the advent of a ‘work-based practice’ centred on the idea that musical works were perfectly finished and irreducible to any particular performance; the growth of heightened principles of precision in music notation and the vesting of unprecedented authority in the musical score; the rise of moral norms and legal codes that enshrined the composer’s originality and the need to protect him from plagiarism through intellectual property rights; a rigidification and hierarchization of the musical division of labour between composer, interpreter(s) and audience; and the crystallization of new forms of reception, in which concert-goers aspired to being silent, contemplative, motionless and worshipful in order to experience the truth and beauty of the work.

Throughout, Goehr highlights the distance effected by the ontology of the work between the work ideal and its mundane realization in actual musical practice or performance. The work is thus taken to transcend any particular musical experience. At the same time, bracketing the work ontology, Goehr recognizes that there is no single privileged location of musical meaning, but that it is distributed across, and configured by the relations between, music’s multiple social, material and discursive mediations. As she points out, ‘There is nothing about the concept of a work, the relations between works and performances, or works and scores, or works and experiences of them, that is going to tell us where the locus of musical meaning “really” resides’ (1992: 278). Thus a striking feature of Goehr’s study is the implicit method by which she charts the distance or contradiction between ontology and assemblage. The method entails an analysis both of music’s ontologies and of its mediations, where the relation between the two takes the form of an ontological freighting of certain mediations: a hierarchization in which some elements of musical experience – work ideal, composer genius, Urtext – are endowed with heightened metaphysical significance, while other elements of music making – performance, instruments, recordings, sheet music – are relatively unmarked. The ontology of the work therefore amounts to a hierarchical or vertical ontology in which neither score, nor recording, nor performance are equal to the work ideal. Rather, such material and social mediations are disavowed or understood to be secondary: they are not essential to music, not conceived as immanent in the work.

Lest it be thought that this situation is merely historical, in my ethnography of the vanguard Parisian computer music institute, IRCAM, founded in the late 1970s by the composer and conductor Pierre Boulez, the metaphysics of Werktreue were pronounced and presided over the Institute’s functioning (Born 1995). Despite a compositional practice in computer music that was dispersed across myriad human and non-human actors, a hierarchical discourse of the primacy of composer and work prevailed. In practice authorship was typically distributed across and between (usually visiting) composer, IRCAM’s computer-music ‘tutors’ or composers’ assistants, themselves often composers or skilled programmers, who were responsible for handling the technical apparatus in compositional projects, computer programmes designed specifically for music production at IRCAM, complex hardware configurations, and scientific research projects linked intimately to the composer’s project. Yet invariably, the Institute vested authorship solely in the composer.

When we turn to ethnographic and historical scholarship on twentieth-century jazz, a quite different ontological settlement comes into view. Jazz’s ontology and its embeddedness in a particular assemblage of mediations are portrayed in seminal studies by Paul Berliner and Ingrid Monson (Berliner 1994; Monson 1996). From these studies it is apparent that jazz manifests an ontology that is in marked contrast to the vertical ontology of the work concept. The ontology of jazz is lateral and processual; it acknowledges and valorizes the movement or oscillation between two crucibles or focal moments of creative practice. First, there is the moment of performance as a dialogical, participatory creative act grounded in an aesthetics of collaborative improvisation, in which the interaction is at once social and musical. Monson demonstrates how the interactional qualities of jazz embody African-American aesthetics as they are also manifest in linguistic techniques such as verbal duelling, mimicry and signifying, themselves characterized by ‘repetition with a difference’ and ironic intertextuality (Monson 1996: 103–4). By analogy, she explores jazz’s ‘intermusicality’, its aesthetics of musical allusion, parody and pastiche (ibid.: Chapter 4).

Second, there is the capture of the moment of performance in commodity form by recording, an objectification that enables improvised performance to be disseminated and known beyond its original time and location. In this form it becomes the aural means of educating and socializing other musicians and later generations, who are thereby empowered to create something new or to cover, rework or transform the original performance in subsequent improvised performances. Indeed Berliner emphasizes the centrality of recording as it circulates in commodity form to the history and aesthetics of jazz, for despite the growth since the 1940s of jazz transcription, recordings are believed to remain the key means of style transmission and aural training, the authoritative source of musical subtlety and truth. As Berliner describes it,

[Musicians] hung out at one another’s homes ‘listening to records together, humming the solos till we learned them’ . . . When learning new solos from recordings, [some] commit endless hours to the task . . . Once absorbed from recordings, solos pass from one aspiring artist to another . . . Although experienced improvisers regard published materials as valuable learning aids, they caution against becoming too dependent on them. Without comparing transcriptions to the original recordings, students cannot determine the accuracy of the transcription . . . Moreover, all transcriptions are reductive representations of performance and provide learners with little information about the fundamental stylistic features of jazz. (Berliner 1994: 96, 98)

Jazz therefore manifests a processual ontology involving a cumulative movement between two kinds of focal musical event: performance (1) > recording (1) > performance (2) > recording (2) > performance (3) . . . and so on – a circulatory metaphysics in which both social and material mediation are conceived as generative of the cumulative aesthetic evolution of the musical object, and as central to the nature of musical experience. Successive re-creations are thought to be afforded and communicated both by performance and as objectified by recording in the commodity form. The distributed object that is the jazz assemblage is understood to condense and relay both subject-object relations, human and material agency, and the social relations immanent in its history and re-creation – the latter including both the immediate, dialogical socialities of jazz performance, and the experiences of race and class articulated in this ‘black counter-culture of modernity’ (Gilroy 1993). Indeed, in marked contrast to the ontology of the work, the jazz ontology embraces all four orders of social mediation mentioned earlier, all of which – dialogical creative and performance practices, the imagined community hailed by African-American musical aesthetics, the encompassing social relations of race and class, and jazz’s dependence on commodity exchange – are experienced as integral to jazz’s aesthetic operations and its socio-musical being.

Jazz’s ontology, unlike the ontology of the work, effects no split between ideal musical object and particular instantiation; nor does it construe a hierarchy between creator and interpreter. There is no unchanging work that stands outside history, but a cumulative historical chain of musical objects and events. In jazz, the sociality of music making, its musical issue, music’s commodity form, recording technologies and industry are all believed to bear agency and to contribute to the composite musical object (or index). This is not to deny jazz’s capacity for self-idealization, evident in a pronounced metaphysics of musical co-presence in performance. Nor is it to deny jazz’s susceptibility to canonization and ‘work-ness’, manifest in attempts to systematize improvisation through the notation of solos and of particular musicians’ performance styles as the basis for rote learning – developments fostered by the institutionalization of jazz education and the legitimation of jazz as a modernist art form in the later twentieth century.

But there is another point to make here. The ontology that I have attributed to jazz is not confined to it. Its main features are shared with a number of black electronic popular music genres that traversed the Black Atlantic region from the 1950s on, including such genres as reggae, dub, ska, rocksteady, rap and hip hop and their derivatives (Hebdige 1987; Rose 1994; Toop 1984). All of them entail practices of re-composition in which pre-recorded tracks and sounds are mixed and remixed live with other sounds through techniques such as toasting and scratching, the latter involving the use and abuse of mundane consumer technologies. Not only do these genres centre on improvised performance based on the cumulative reworking of existing musical objects, but they construe a cultural economy in which live performance and music’s commodified forms are understood to coexist in a creative symbiosis that fosters musical evolution. Performances are captured and circulated in (often commercial) recordings, and thereby distributed across space, time and persons; music becomes an object of recurrent decomposition, composition and re-composition by a series of creative agents – a relayed creativity. In these black electronic popular musics, performance and recorded object are experienced both as irreducibly focal musical events, and as provisional – as providing the means for further re-creation. A similar ontology is operative, shorn of certain resonances afforded by social mediation, in most African-American-influenced Western popular musics; it is also apparent in contemporary digitized dance musics (Butler 2011). In terms of ontology, then, and for all their manifold differences, we might speak of the existence of family resemblances between these musics.

The third music ontology that I want to identify, while it coexisted with them, departs both from the ontology of the work and from the processual ontology characteristic of jazz and black popular musics. At the same time, it retains certain direct but ambivalent or disavowed connections both to ‘work-ness’ and to the jazz ontology. It is discernable in two genres of late-twentieth-century experimental art music: first, the lineage of American experimental music that followed the influential interventions of John Cage from the 1950s (Piekut 2011; Nyman 1974) and second, the European tradition of free improvisation which blossomed from the 1960s, itself another branch of experimentalism (Bailey 1993). Historical links and crossovers exist between the two, although they had largely distinct spheres of circulation; moreover, ‘circumstantial’ evidence exists that both genres were indebted to aspects of the parallel history of the postwar jazz avant-gardes (Lewis 1996). Both centre on music as a live performance event; but in the ontology of experimentalism, the valorization of performance-as-event carries also strong, explicit and implicit, negational intent. Both lineages are predicated on an outright rejection of the metaphysics of the work. Both abandon score-based determinism. Both set out to play with or undermine the hierarchical musical division of labour between composer, performer and audience characteristic of Werktreue.3

But crucially, while these musics, like jazz, are live-performance based, unlike the jazz ontology they do not positively acknowledge the importance of recording or of music’s commodity forms. Rather, both lineages encompass musicians and theorists who inveigh against music’s fixing in the score or in recorded form precisely because, in objectifying music, these material mediations also reify it and render it as property. Thus, for one influential 1960s experimental group, the Rome-based American electronic music collective Musica Elettronica Viva, music – in the guise of performance – was antithetical to private property; it necessitated ‘non-ownership’, a renunciation of copyright and royalties (Beal 2009). Performance is therefore conceived not as a complement to recording, but as its opposite: as the sole locus of musical authenticity and truth. The corollary is another marked departure from the ontology of jazz: the performance event, being seen as in essence untethered to recording and to commodification, is also conceived as having no temporally evolving form. In the ontology of experimentalism where music amounts to the performance event, a sequence of such events approaches the condition of a palimpsest: a musical event occurs, but it does not matter if it is not captured in material form, if it is not thereby learned from, if it does not evolve. There is, rather, a sedimentation of singular events, of live socio-musical associations; if recording occurs, its issue is experienced as a material residue that retains but does not creatively protend; it is not considered an actor or participant in any cumulative aesthetic development.

Three features, including two paradoxes, can now be identified as definitive of the ontology of experimentalism. The first paradox concerns recording. Although experimentalism tends not to valorize recording as part of a relayed or distributed creative process, nor to acknowledge commodification as an element in the social life of music, experimental performances have of course been recorded since the later decades of the twentieth century, and those recordings circulate as commodities. Recording, then, forms part of the assemblage, but this is a reality that has been downplayed or denied ontologically.

The second paradox concerns ‘work-ness’; for despite the explicit critique of the ontology of the work that underpins American experimentalism, in practice, in symptomatic ways, the critical distance can crumble. Cage, for example, aspired through the use of chance procedures and indeterminacy in composition to escape from his own musical personality and authorial control, while embracing improvisational and everyday elements of music and noise making. Yet it seems to have been difficult for him to divest himself of the conceptual furniture of work-based composerly intentionality and control. Thus, reflecting on the performance of his piece 26’ 1.1499” for a String Player by the cellist and impresaria Charlotte Moorman, Cage expressed great unhappiness about her interpretation. He commented hyperbolically: ‘The striking thing was to take this piece of mine and play it in a way that didn’t have to do with the piece itself. I didn’t like it at all. And my publisher said, the best thing that could happen for you, would be that Charlotte Moorman would die’ (Piekut 2011: 263). Musica Elettronica Viva, in contrast, saw their practice as centred on free improvised performances that bordered on cathartic collective rituals, performances that were open to non-musicians and might last for hours. Nonetheless, MEV grasped the paradox: Frederic Rzewski, a key figure, said of a 1968-published ‘plan’ for a performance event titled Spacecraft that it amounted to a ‘form for music that has no form’. He added later that ‘Spacecraft was [still] a composition in the sense that it was based on a particular combination of ideas’ (Beal 2009: 108). The break with the ontology of the work, then, was ambivalent and incomplete.

The third feature of the ontology of experimentalism, notable in comparison with that of jazz, is its relatively attenuated concern with social mediation. Of the four orders recognized by jazz’s ontology, it is the first – the socialities of performance and of the ensemble – that figures prominently in the ontology of experimentalism, amounting to a key locus of its departure from the work ontology. But beyond this first order, there is a vacillating engagement with social mediation, such that the social relations of race, class or gender, or the institutional forms that support the production of music, are generally experienced as extraneous to the musical event, while the generative potential of these mediations is only occasionally acknowledged.

Conclusion

Although I have taken care in the previous section to distinguish between three ontologies of music, pointing to the alternative ways in which they construe what music is, it is important to qualify the analysis. These are distinctive music ontologies, but at the same time, as I have hinted, each exhibits, to a greater or lesser extent and in changing ways over time, characteristics of the others. On the one hand, some writers have commented on the work-like qualities of Euro-American popular musics (Middleton 2000b); and I drew passing attention to jazz’s ‘work’ leanings and to the historical attempts to legitimize and canonize some types of jazz as modernist art music (Gendron 2009). On the other hand, it is becoming common to highlight the improvisational qualities of the performance and even the composition of Western art music (Benson 2003), thus attempting to lessen its ontological difference from other forms of human music making. Yet despite these qualifications, the ontological differences outlined remain resilient, and some of the effort being expended on eliding them seems misguided. The nature of improvisation, to take an obvious point of contention, is quite different when applied to the interpretation of scores or the working out of material in the production of a scored composition as against when it is understood to be the primary act of musical creation in live performance. Improvisation is practically, materially and aesthetically different in each of these settings, above all because these differences come enmeshed in distinctive music ontologies. At stake in this debate is the acceptance or refusal of what might be called a musical multinaturalism (Latour 2002; Vivieros De Castro 1998).

In this light, to restate my core argument: all three musics amount to assemblages constituted by a relay of social and material mediation, apparently in accord with Gell’s theory. All three are indeed constituted by a nexus of social relations, but much hinges on how we conceive of this nexus. In all three, the social and material mediations have been subject to profound historical transformations – via recording, music’s multiplying commodification, intensifying circulation and so on. Yet in terms of ontology, these mediations, and these pervasive historical developments, are accorded different status and experienced in radically divergent ways across the three musics. In sum, ontology is irreducible to assemblage and vice versa, and it is important to understand both, as well as the relations between them.

In attending to music’s social mediation I have had to expand considerably on the account of art’s social mediation proffered by Gell. Where, in his analysis, abduction stands concretely and thinly for the inference that the object is the outcome of social agency, with reference to distinctive ontologies of music I have elaborated on the types of ramifying social agency that may be taken to be immanent in the musical object. Notable here are my second, third and fourth orders of social mediation: music’s capacity to animate or aggregate those imaginary collectivities or publics called into being by specifically musical identifications; music’s capacity to refract broader, non-musical social relations; and the wider social and institutional conditions that enable a certain music to exist. Gell’s account of abduction, and of social agency, is too thin because of the arbitrary limitation of the scope of analysis in Art and Agency to biographical scale and the unwarranted association made between this scale and anthropology per se. Music, because of its immanent socialities and social multiplicity, makes these limitations more obvious than the object arts. The non-linear, decentred analytic of four orders of social mediation that I have sketched departs both from Art and Agency’s Durkheimian inclinations and from an alternative, Tardeian or Latourian rendering of the social in the guise of processes of association and of the unlimited relay of social relations. Both are inadequate as frameworks for analysing the social relations immanent in the art or musical object.

To acknowledge the four orders of social mediation and their entanglement with changing regimes of materiality in music and art is to insist that the analysis of social relations at biographical scale cannot be divorced from broader cultural-historical movements and socio-historical conditions. History enables us to understand how particular music ontologies are constituted in part through connections and relations – of imitation, or differentiation – with other, prior or coexistent musics, as well as with other artistic movements and ideologies: the black American jazz avant-garde, for instance, with the Black Arts Movement (Gendron 2009); experimental music with conceptual and performance art (Nyman 1974; Piekut 2011); European free improvisation with American free jazz (Lewis 1996). To grasp an ontology of music requires an analysis of its historical trajectory and relative positioning: a relational analysis (Born 2010c). Moreover, bringing history and ontology into the picture makes it possible to address the politics of music and art, an absence in Gell’s oeuvre (Harris 2001; Pinney and Thomas 2001). In the music ontologies that I have discussed, the political is always relative to, and motivates, the reigning ontology. Indeed politics occurs both ‘within’ the governing ontology, appearing as rival, sometimes conflictual alternatives – between Cageian experimentalism and the free improvisation movement, for example; and between ontologies, evident, for instance, in the jockeying for historical pre-eminence between work-oriented IRCAMian modernism and Cageian experimentalism. We might speak, then, of the political as always already ontological – of an ontological politics (Mol 2002: viii) – and of the musical imagination as also, at times, an ontological-political imagination (Born 2005, 2012).

It will be clear that I have sided more in this chapter with the Gell of ‘The Network of Standard Stoppages’, a Gell that recedes from view in the purified disciplinary thought of Art and Agency, although one aim has been to effect a realignment of these Gells. In addressing Euro-American musics of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, I have necessarily had recourse to anthropologically inflected historical scholarship. I have done this in order to make sense of musical assemblage and ontology, and thereby the complex intentionalities immanent in them, probing each ontology in terms of its rendering of musical process and object, but also examining the historical interrelations – the dynamics of influence or borrowing, negation or disavowal – between them. This is closer to the conceptual scheme of the earlier paper, and it seems to me that Gell had to abandon aspects of that scheme to bring to a kind of imperfect perfection the seminal book that is the focus of this volume. This predilection of mine may be in part a matter of personal taste; but I have tried, by expounding a methodology as relevant potentially to art or any form of cultural production as music, to provide arguments as to why the purification of his thought in that marvellous book also entails a certain loss of analytical acumen.

Notes

1. On music’s capacity to protend new social relations and social identity formations, see Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000a, Born 2011.

2. On the importance of analysing artists’ practices in relation to wider historical processes, and particularly how they position themselves in relation to the ongoing trajectories of genre, see Born 2010b.

3. There are clear parallels with contiguous movements in the visual arts born of critiques of ‘white cube’ visual modernism, notably the development of conceptual and performance art (Osborne 2002; Skrebowski 2009).
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CHAPTER 7



LITERARY ART AND AGENCY?

Gell and the Magic of the Early Modern Book

Warren Boutcher

Gell’s Theory of Art and Agency and the Technology of Letters

Let me start with a confession. Before Liana Chua spoke on the first morning of the ‘Art and Agency: Ten Years On’ symposium, I did not know how to pronounce Alfred Gell’s surname.1 I had never talked in person to anyone who knew him or his work, either before or after his death, besides one or two friends to whom I had recommended the name. Yet I had had a relationship with him for about ten years. One day in 1998 I entered Heffers bookstore in Cambridge to scan, as usual, the various sections for interesting new publications. I pulled Art and Agency down from the shelf in ‘Anthropology’. I definitely wanted, I thought, more agency in my art. I remember being attracted both by the cover design and by the photo of the author on the back. I started listening to his voice as I read it off the page, talking back in my own voice in my head. The conversation has been incessant since. My point is that there could hardly be a better example of an index of a social relationship than a book, and no more enchanting technology than the technology of letters, handwriting and the codex. Letters are ripe for consideration as a technology that magically extends the operations of human faculties, books as residues of performance and agency in object form.

Yet neither Gell nor his followers have applied his ideas to the technology of letters and books. With few exceptions, his model of the ‘art nexus’ has been applied to visual art and material culture. This is hardly surprising. As an anthropologist, Gell dealt principally with non-literate societies (or societies that have only acquired literate skills in the context of recent contact with European explorers).2 In Art and Agency, he says unequivocally: ‘I do not wish to discuss literary theory, since I am only interested in visual art’ (1998: 34). At the end of his essay ‘The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology’ he acknowledges that language ‘is the most fundamental of all technologies’ (1999: 183). He leaves the door open for Gellian studies of verbal, poetic art as a kind of musical or performance art. One or two such studies have duly followed (Weiner 2001). But in setting his whole stall out against the reading of visual art as encoded texts, Gell betrays little or no inclination to consider texts as indexes of art-like agency relations. Where he uses European art he sticks to concept art and Renaissance paintings and sculptures; otherwise it is a matter of objects such as carvings, nail fetishes and hunting nets, objects that – unlike books – do not have inscribed meanings. He does not mention that Michelangelo’s Moses is holding the tablets upon which God is to write his laws (1998: 59). He leaves ‘letters’ out of the picture.

The best example of a Gellian ‘index’ is a malanggan carving, a statuette that temporarily objectifies memories for particular recipients during a ceremony, and is disposable once those memories are internalized (Küchler 1987, 1988, 1992; Gell 1998: 223–28). Its purpose is the transmission of ancestral social efficacy or empowering knowledge (wune). When an inhabitant of northern New Ireland dies, indexes of their agency still abound everywhere (i.e. their gardens and plantations, wealth and houses, wives and husbands), but they are not concentrated anywhere in particular. So all the dispersed ‘social effectiveness’ of the deceased is collected into a single memorial carving of an ancestral figure accompanied by a variety of subsidiary motifs. A whole political economy works by means of these carvings. Gifts of money entitle the donors to ‘remember’ (in an active sense) the image on display, and it is this internalized memory, parcelled out to the contributors to the ceremony, which in turn entitles them to social privileges. Social relationships are then legitimized on the basis of previously purchased rights to remember the ancestral carvings and their motifs.

The anthropological premise here is that an image of something can be a distributed part of that thing, can share its actual efficacy as though it were a limb. The malanggan, moreover, is the entire distributed person. Each carving acts as a material index from which the deceased’s accumulated effectiveness is abducted by attendants at a ceremony, attendants who then redeploy that effectiveness (in the form, for example, of concrete social privileges) in their own social lives. The carving transmits – within a network of past and future relationships – the social agency (‘the entire agentive capacity’) of the deceased to privileged recipients for future redeployment. The malanggan ceremony is, as Gell puts it, ‘the supreme example of abduction of agency from the index, in that the other’s agency is not just suffered via the index; it is also thereby perpetuated and reproduced’ (Gell 1998: 227; italics in original).

This is just one, central example. Gell explores the multifarious ways in which artistic indexes extend their maker’s or user’s or prototype’s agency, and mediate relations between all these participants in an art nexus.3 They do this through technologies of enchantment (Gell 1999: 159–86), defined as processes that radically transform materials into works of art in ways that resist the attempts of recipients mentally to encompass them. The malanggan is charged with efficacy by a specialist technique of heating and burning, and its ornamental motifs brought out with paint. Ornament is ‘unfinished business’. The ornamental complexity of the art object exceeds the viewer’s ability to organize the visual field, entrapping him or her in a kind of cognitive limbo, in a never-ending exchange or ‘biographical relation’ with the index. Gell describes this capacity of visual patterns as ‘cognitive stickiness’ and argues that it has social functions (1998: 80–81, 86; Rampley 2005: 531–36).

Any attempt to apply this model to the study of literate culture is in danger of seeming perverse. Gell’s virtue was surely to have moved us ‘beyond text’ to performances, sounds, images, objects – a movement given further momentum in recent years by £5.5 million of the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s money. But I will argue that far from being perverse, it is salutary. By the late 1990s, when Gell’s last books came out, the field of literary-historical study was itself more than ready to move beyond text, beyond the routine analysis of texts-in-contexts, of the production – via textual and text-like ‘representations’ – of ‘meanings’ that symbolically ‘constructed’ cultural identities and systems.

In this field, at that moment, Gell’s theory of art and agency offered itself as a powerful tool of counter-enchantment to at least one researcher still in the debilitating grip of the ‘writing culture’ phenomenon that had gained ground since the early 1980s. Like so many scholars of Renaissance England, I had been captivated by Stephen Greenblatt’s new historicism, which combined anthropology, history and text studies in novel and exciting ways (Greenblatt 1980). Greenblatt caused scholars in art and literary history to renew their attention to art and literature as major means of social- and self-definition. But his choice of theoretical models (Clifford Geertz, Michel Foucault) tended to reify art and literature as ‘texts’, ‘representations’ and ‘discourses’ spun together in ‘webs of meaning’ that entangled the subject. There was a danger of being left only with the self-reproducing conditions of language, ideology, discourse (Drakakis 2001; Salkeld 2001; Brett 2002). How were we to get back to the notion of art as an intentional activity embedded in social process, while eschewing the increasingly sterile attempt to communicate with the early modern dead, to connect – as this usually meant in practice – with literary authors’ subjectivities, especially Shakespeare’s subjectivity?

When I stumbled across Art and Agency in the Cambridge Heffers in 1998, the concept of the art object as an ‘index’, as a ‘congealed residue of performance and agency in object-form, through which access to other persons can be attained, and via which agency can be communicated’ (Gell 1998: 68), seemed revelatory in this respect. It promised to displace the theories of semiotics that had dominated cultural studies for so long, theories which had been concerned overwhelmingly with mimetic modes of representation and with symbolic conventions.4 In the event, of course, it has not displaced them. It has – in the work of art historians such as Shirley Campbell (2001) and Jeremy Tanner (2007) – provided a strong shot in the arm for the existing study of the cultural and social contexts of art.

Gell’s attempt to put the study of art and agency at the centre of anthropological inquiry was compatible with a trend in historical inquiry that pre-dated the publication of his last works. A group of applied historicist approaches had developed alongside new historicism, especially in Britain and on the North American East Coast. The scholars involved were far from having a common programme. But they were all in the business of reintegrating the study of culture and society by inferring agency relations from artefacts resituated in their dynamic contexts of original use and transmission.5

Concepts and questions from social anthropology, archaeology and other applied social and linguistic sciences often feature in this broad strand of historical work.6 It analyses events from the point of view of historical actors, asking what they were doing, recovering ranges of possible choices and outcomes in different historical situations and controversies. It counters rigid, one-way or top-to-bottom models of cultural transmission by reconstructing circuits and networks of agents and patients. Above all, practitioners work at applied points of connection between art and society, both in the past and in the present. Artefacts are re-read as deposits of social relations and exchanges. The historical actors are as likely to be the recipients or transmitters of artefacts as they are to be their artistic or creative point of origin. The ‘background’ historical process of the transmission or transfer of culture is held to be a primary object of study, to deserve as much attention and contextualization as the canonical texts and events of history proper.7

Once placed in this broader intellectual context, and complemented by the historian’s concern with cultural conventions and social institutions, Gell’s model for the analysis of artworks has a claim to being the most important to emerge in any discipline in the last decade.8 Instead of trying directly to communicate with the dead and their inner ‘selves’, we can use it to try to hear and see them communicating with each other by means of specific techniques and artefacts. Historians of ideas can take more consistently into account the fact that their sources are not just ‘texts’ to be appreciated and interpreted but objects with functions and social lives.

But, you might immediately object, neither a literary ‘work’ nor a particular ‘text’ of that work is an artefact in the strict sense, and Gell’s theory is designed for artefact-oriented fields of study.9 In medieval and early modern literary studies, I reply, the departure point is not always the work or the text; it is often the recovery of a specific literary nexus as described by a historical agent or revealed by the particularities of a manuscript or printed book. An example follows in the second half of this chapter. If the study of early modern ‘visual culture’ and ‘material culture’ takes objects sorted into distinct categories by posterity and by museums, and regroups them as the material traces of social processes from domestic living to dying, the study of early modern literary culture now does something similar. Printed and manuscript objects are restored to the circuits of authors, editors, printers and reader-writers who produced and used them. In the process, literary documents become artefacts that witness to histories and agencies in ways that art historians and even archaeologists might recognize (Johns 1998; Frasca-Spada and Jardine 2000; Olson 2004).

Historians of the early printed book now insist not only that each edition of a book was a distinct event produced in particular cultural and political circumstances, but that each so-called ‘copy’ of a book was in fact unique, whether by virtue of the manual printing process itself, or by virtue of users’ interventions (McKitterick 2003: 123, 134, 139; Myers, Harris and Mandelbrote 2005; Pearson 2007). The arrival of the digital age and of virtual texts has combined with other factors to blunt what had become too sharp a distinction between a late medieval manuscript culture of unique artefacts and an early modern print culture of ‘mass’-produced copies (Crick and Walsham 2004). At the same time, the Internet has begun to turn images from particular editions and unique copies into objects of common reference.10 All editions, not just first editions, have become events in their own right. Copies of printed books in which readers inscribe their personal judgements, or which are in other ways the occasion for memorial writing, attract the kind of attention previously lavished only on medieval manuscripts.

More broadly, during the 1990s, historians and anthropologists shook off the Whiggish association of literacy with progress towards modern critical rationality (Halverson 1992). They now trace the history of literacy as a type of technology that extends the agencies of minds and voices in particular material forms, and the history of literary artefacts as objects whose making, keeping and use brings people and objects into distinctive types of social relations with one another (Clanchy 1993; Martin 1994; Chartier and Messerli 2000).11 They study the literate arts of memory, and the material forms and social networks by means of which transcribed knowledge was transacted and transferred. They recover the material specificities of the literary technologies – such as the commonplace book – whose use shaped the organization and retrieval of knowledge in the early modern period. Rather than viewing the book as a discrete entity that holds the key to its interpretation inside itself, these scholars approach the book as ‘the focal point of a wide network of social interactions, material objects, and intellectual techniques’ (Wolfe 2004: 145).

Gell’s work should be seen as timely, in other words, not just for art history but for all the fields in cultural and intellectual history that have been converging in the last twenty years on more applied approaches to the sources, to the surviving tools and objects from the medieval and early modern period. Although he is interested more in the temporality of relations between persons and things than in history in the round, Gell provides a set of questions that can restore artefacts in all media to the historical dynamics of relations between agents and patients (as described by participant-observers). What exactly is the index? Whose agency is being indexed? In relation to whom? In the performance of which mental operations and/or social actions? In whose description or representation is all this judged to be so, and for what ulterior reasons? Intellectual and cultural history is recast as the history of art nexuses, of shifting agency relations between artists, recipients and prototypes as mediated or indexed by specific technologies and artefacts.12

In literary-historical study, this kind of approach can help us to abandon all sorts of ingrained assumptions about the agency relations and actions normally indexed by literary artefacts, and to test grand theories about orality and literacy, manuscript ‘culture’ and print ‘culture’ against particular nexuses. So in different circumstances a literary index might point primarily to the agency – whether as a matter of authority or skill – of the person ‘behind’ it or represented in it, the artist who wrote it, the people or company who perform or speak it, the patron or privileged diffuser to whom it is addressed, the bookseller who distributed it, the readership who make it a commercial success and who then use it to index their own actions and relations.

Gell’s model specifically encourages us to ask what actions are carried through by means of art objects, and what kinds of relations are found in their vicinity. These questions can be applied to the products of literary technologies. What things can be done, what transactions carried out, what relations formed by means of the products of reading and writing in any given historical nexus? In the early modern period, historians now tell us, writing was primarily understood to be an instrument of social transactions, while reading was intended to give rise to something else (Jardine and Grafton 1990: 30; Richardson 1999: 102). The crafting and consuming of literary artefacts indexed other kinds of action and behaviour, from the conversational to the political. Specific shared conventions shaped this behaviour; specific critical or moral languages were deployed to derive such behaviour from literary artefacts.

The letter (in the sense of an epistolary communication), for example, was the staple tool for effecting transactions across space and time throughout the medieval and early modern periods. Indeed, the nexus of a medieval or early modern letter might situate it as: a beautiful artefact on display; a disposable medium for a pragmatic communication; a collectible trace of a public, ceremonial letter-exchange with written, visual and oral aspects; an invented model to teach practical letter-writing or communicate knowledge; a ‘memoir’ preserved in a register or collection for future reference. It could be written in holograph or dictated to a servant; it could be written by a servant on behalf of a master who just signed it. When received it could be read privately and silently by one individual, read aloud by one person to another person or persons in more or less public spaces, or copied in manuscript for private reading by others (Mullett 1990: 172–85; Garrison 1999). And if we want to identify a type of letter-nexus that more specifically indexes Gell’s ‘art-like’ relations, then we need look no further than the letter of friendship, which for early modern intellectuals like Erasmus makes an absent person present (Jardine 1993).

Problems in the Application of Gell’s Theory to Literature

But there are, of course, problems. Gell’s four terms for entities which in passive or active modes can be in art-like relation (indexes, artists, recipients, prototypes) clearly emerge from the analysis of visual and material culture, and are not so readily applicable to the types of agents and patients bound in relations by literary artefacts. And the latter clearly do function in different ways to other artworks; they cannot be assimilated to ‘material culture’. They directly index discursive behaviour – speech and thought – in ways that paintings and statues generally do not. There are complex questions about the relationships between terms such as ‘text’, ‘edition’, ‘book’ and ‘work’ that do not arise in material culture studies and that would have to be addressed before Gell’s model could be considered fully applicable to the study of literature.

Furthermore, Gell has nothing to say about the formation, use and circulation of the discourses of judgement that provide him with his raw material – namely, the narratives and anecdotes of participant-observers in art nexuses.13 In other words, concepts from literary theory equivalent to ‘paratext’ and ‘critical discourse’ are missing from Gell’s anthropology of art. As he is focused on visual and material culture, and wants to keep problems of ‘discourse’ – for the most part – in a separate, unopened box, he considers neither the case of a work of art that carries with it discursive examples of the way it might be judged or discussed, nor the notion that discursive judgements of art objects are themselves artefacts shaped for particular purposes.

There is at least one important exception to this: his references to the ways in which sung poems not only index competitive social interaction or the operations of magic, but discursively situate other objects as indexes of agency. In a 1995 paper, Gell tells us that in Dinka society ‘[i]t is the song, or rather, the public nexus created by the song, between the owner and his animal, which creates the ox as artwork, just as it is the interpretation, poised between artwork and recipient, which brings into existence the artworks of the [W]estern art world’ (1999: 227).

This train of thought was not to be developed in Art and Agency, composed a year later. But it is important to the historian of early modern culture, for whom nexuses are largely created in writing, not song. Material objects carry inscriptions and generate paratexts with their own contexts and purposes in the documentary record. Literary artefacts include and infold paratext and commentary in highly sophisticated ways. To select and judge the manuscript and printed works they might collect and take extracts from, early modern reader-writers wanted to know, and producers were obliged to reveal (on title pages, in the case of printed books), a wider range of things than modern readers would typically consider: by whose command or permission the work had been circulated and upon what occasion, by which person of what religious character and moral and intellectual capacities it had been composed, to whom it had been given or dedicated and why, to which authorities and methods it was indebted, and where and by whom it was published, recommended and sold.14

Beyond the obligations and debts of this kind with which a work (especially a printed work) might visibly present itself, there were those it was rumoured to have but did not advertise in print or writing (especially in the case of a manuscript work), and those particular to individual copies as passed on between donors and recipients. Much of this information was transmitted orally, and survives in written form only in very rare cases. There was also the crucial matter of how the reading of particular books was being directed, and by which authorities, in the context of which contemporary intellectual topics and controversies. On all this depended the ‘credit’, the perceived credibility and value of the book in question. The transmission of such ‘supplementary’ knowledge was subject to deliberately manipulated publicity, even falsification.

That is to say, competing moral and social stories about the making and transmission of any new or relatively unknown work – whose mind or agency was ultimately behind it and whether they were of good morals and doctrine, who actually invented or compiled the book, upon what occasion and in the context of which relations – were vital in shaping their credit and use in the conversational culture of the time, and were therefore liable to artful fashioning.

An Early Modern Theory of Literary Art and Agency

Let us, then, briefly consider an example of an early modern book and an artfully fashioned story about its making and transmission. The example is intended to resonate with the function of malanggan carvings, to help us to see the publication and circulation of a book in related, though not identical terms. For a book (to repeat the terms of Gell’s analysis of the malanggan statues) could also aim to transmit – within a network of past and future relationships – the social agency (‘the entire agentive capacity’) of a person to privileged recipients for future redeployment. In the sixteenth century, books and writings were, with portraits, one of the principal artificial means by which elite families archived and transmitted – for perpetuation – both their natural or racial ‘goods’, consisting on the one hand of physical traits and inherited morals, predispositions to virtue and knowledge, and their external or material goods, such as their wealth, honours, alliances and privileges. It is in this context – the public transmission of familial charisma or ethos – that we shall place the history of a book which describes itself as a self-portrait addressed from a father to a son.

It is an example which we can usefully attach to a philosophical statement by an important early modern thinker (Francis Bacon) about the nature of literary artefacts. In Bacon’s statement, litterae or ‘letters’ refer us not – as the term ‘literature’ now does – to the literary creations of authors, but to a technology that mediates human commerce in general (Fumaroli 2002: 25). ‘Letters’ act for people – especially great people – in networks of agency extended across time and space, in ways that could be construed as magical in the sixteenth century. Baudouin reported in 1561 that when the inhabitants of the West Indies heard that Christians ‘could converse with one another through letters, while at a distance . . . they worshipped the sealed letters, in which they said some sort of divine spirit (“divinum internuncium genium”) must be enclosed, that reported the message’ (Grafton 2007: 113). Furthermore, the durability and range of letters is greatly extended by the newly invented art of printing. More specifically, Bacon offers us an account of the ways in which literary technology was understood to extend the agency of the noble patron or scholar-gentleman in his absence (Wintroub 1997: 208).

This account elaborates upon a number of commonplaces: that words fly while ‘writings remain’ (scripta manent), that the images of men’s minds remain in books, that books carry commodities like ships, that letters indicate absent voices and bring things to mind through the windows of the mind, and that the Word is the resurrection of the Spirit. Here I shall emphasize two of these. The first is the classical notion of the library as a space where you meet imagines ingeniorum, images of the innate qualities or genius of great men. It was found in sources such as Pliny’s Natural History (35:3), and revived by Renaissance humanists. The images were to be met simultaneously in portraits and statues ornamenting the room, in the beginnings of the books (as preliminary figures), and in the texts themselves. The second is a still more widely diffused commonplace of medieval origin: verba volunt, scripta manent, ‘spoken words fly off, writings remain’. In Geoffrey Whitney’s emblem (Figure 7.1) on this theme (Whitney 1586: sig. R2r), scripta remain alive in posterity to discourse of great men’s acts when all other media, not just the spoken word, perish: ‘[i]t is through their living quality that books bear in them a particular – metaphysical – way of staying alive, which sets them apart essentially from the deadness of solid building materials such as stone, brass, or steel’ (van der Weel 2004: 325). Writings remain, that is, as animate persons in object form. They are Gellian indexes par excellence.

So how does Bacon develop these two themes? Bacon concludes his arguments for the dignity of knowledge and learning with their contribution to human nature’s highest aspiration. Fundamental human processes such as ‘generation [procreation], and raysing of houses and families . . . buildings, foundations, and monuments’ all tend towards ‘immortalitie or continuance’. But the monuments of wit and learning are more durable than artefacts made by power and the manual labourer. The verses of Homer have survived in a more perfectly preserved state than ancient buildings and temples. It is not possible, he continues,

to haue the true pictures or statuaes of Cyrus, Alexander, Cæsar, no nor of the Kings, or great personages of much later yeares; for the originals cannot last; and the copies cannot but leese [lose] of the life and truth. But the Images of mens wits and knowledges [Ingeniorum Imagines] remaine in Bookes . . . capable of perpetuall renouation: Neither are they fitly to be called Images, because they generate still, and cast their seedes in the mindes of others, provoking and causing infinit actions and opinions, in succeeding ages. So that if the inuention of the Shippe is thought so noble, which carryeth riches, and commodities from place to place, and consociateth the most remote regions in participation of their fruits: how much more are letters to be magnified, which as Shippes, passe through the vast Seas of time, and make ages so distant, to participate of the wisedome, illuminations and inuentions the one of the other? Nay further wee see, some of the Philosophers . . . came to this point, that whatsoeuer motions the spirite of man could act, and perfourme without the Organs of the bodie, they thought might remaine after death; . . . But we . . . know by diuine reuelation . . . not only the vnderstanding, but the affections purified, not onely the spirite, but the bodie changed shall be aduanced to immortalitie, doe disclaime in these rudiments of the sences. (Bacon 2000: 52–53)15


[image: images]

7.1 G. Whitney, A Choice of Emblemes (Leiden: C. Plantin, 1586), sig. R2r (‘Scripta manent’) © British Library Board (pressmark 89. e. 11).



Here is an early modern theory of writings as indexes of agency, as, indeed, the most potent indexes available to the artist, the prototype, and the recipient. It passes over the manifold problems involved in achieving correct copies of texts using the printing press in the early seventeenth century. As a conveyance of written letters, a copy of a text is declared to have an efficacy beyond that of copies of paintings and statues, which quickly lose the life and truth of the originals.16 Using metaphors from theology, natural philosophy and international commerce, Bacon describes the quasi-magical capacity of letters – especially in the form of the durable, reproducible, transportable products of the printing press – to carry human agency into effect at distant points in time and space, to facilitate transactions between agents in remote regions. The theory is informed by historically specific concepts of agency, and of the participants in an art nexus, but it is still, I would contend, compatible with Gell’s model.

Bacon’s point in the second half of the passage is that letters do more than archive voices for future hearing or things for future seeing; they facilitate all kinds of physical and spiritual commerce between human beings. Erasmus had wondered in his Paraclesis (1516) whether the Christ portrayed in the living gospels did not live ‘more effectively’ than when he dwelt among men. Christ’s contemporaries saw and heard, Erasmus claimed, less than readers may see and hear in the text. The written gospels ‘bring you the living image of His holy mind and the speaking, healing, dying, rising Christ himself, and thus they render Him so fully present that you would see less if you gazed upon Him with your very eyes’ (O’Connell 2000: 36, 155). An Anglican preacher would write in the later seventeenth century that to read and digest the Bible is to have your conversation in heaven and to be ‘transformed into the image of it, be acted by the spirit which breaths in it’ (Rainbow 1677: 61–62). Bacon transfers the theological concept to humane letters and to secular conversation.

On the one hand, like a deceased human body at the resurrection, a literary artefact such as a manuscript letter or a printed book is capable of ‘renovation’; its spirit, its action and purpose can be fully renewed in the ‘afterlife’. Whatever ‘motions the spirite of man’ – not to mention the purified motions (in Christian theology) of his appetite and body – ‘[can] acte, and perfourme’ after death, can be acted and performed by means of the renovated letter. On the other hand, letter-images comprise seeds that take the form of a posterity of action and opinion when planted in the minds of others and regenerated by their agency. The notion of minds as gardens in which grew seeds of virtue and knowledge was also a commonplace one (Horowitz 1998). The seeds or semmae to which Bacon refers are themselves agents in the process of generation of bodies; in natural philosophy, they explain how divine ‘wit and knowledge’ generates living forms (Shackleford 1998).17

Either way, the sensible images carried in literary form by books are attributed with an essentially performative function: they carry the motions of the human body-and-spirit into effect; they are the means by which an intended action is carried through. In playing this role, they can be seen both as secondary agents and as patients; they are both extensions of the agency of their prototypes and makers, and vessels ‘capable’ of renovation in the hands of life-giving recipients. They have no afterlife unless the ‘motions’ they mediate are acted and performed. The fundamental principle is theological, even if the applications Bacon has in mind are secular: letters are the instruments by means of which the human body-and-spirit is resurrected to live and act again in the afterlife of posterity.

A Book that Indexes the Arrival of a King

Posterity begins in the here and now. Bacon elsewhere gives us a practical example of a book which carries images of the wit and knowledge of a great and noble personage, which acts and performs the motions of his spirit, and – as we shall see – of his body, in ways that provoke and cause actions in others: the Basilikon Doron of King James VI of Scotland and I of England.18 For our purposes we can think of this as a literary portrait of a monarch talking to his son, giving him instructions on how to be king. Following Jeremy Tanner’s lead, we can try to push beyond conventional interpretations of the portrait as a ‘representation’ of royal ‘authority’ by considering it in a particular nexus. On one level the nexus is clearly that of a gift from father to son, and can be analysed in Maussian terms (Scott-Warren 2001). But we can also go on to ask, with Tanner, what specifically is the character of the prototype’s agency in this portrait-like situation? How exactly does the prototype causally determine the character of the index, and with what consequence for the portrait’s effect on the recipient/patient? What material technology is being used? To what extent is the recipient able to act as agent in relation to artist, index and prototype, and how is such agency realized (Tanner 2007: 71)?

James’s work started life in 1598 as a manuscript advice book addressed – it seemed – in a private family setting to his young son Henry. In 1599, an edition of seven copies was printed for a select court audience. Only in 1603 was the work published openly, in Edinburgh and London, in editions that coincided with the death of Elizabeth and James’s accession to the throne of England. Thereafter it enjoyed a very wide national and international circulation. Bacon’s two comments on the nexus of the 1603 edition (one in Advancement, one in a 1609 manuscript work) reveal what his anthropology of literarily mediated agency meant in practice. Bacon understood the 1603 London edition to be an artfully fashioned ‘live’ image of a private discursive performance: James giving wisdom to his young son. It was artfully fashioned in that it was rhetorically designed to have a specific effect upon ‘onlookers’ – the public who buy the book in anticipation of James’s physical arrival in his new kingdom of England in 1603. Bacon claims secondary agency as a privileged recipient or observer of both the book and the king. He does so in the context of a larger bid to promote – to have the new king promote – the standing of ‘letters’ and learning in England.

The ‘actions and opinions’ Bacon understood the book to be designed to cause were very precise. We might say that it possessed a historically specific form of ‘cognitive stickiness’. It was not just consumed as ‘advice’; it caused the audience to linger on the rhetorical pattern of its composition in ways that set up – in Gell’s terms – an enduring biographical relation between the book and its recipients, the king and his new subjects. The aesthetic properties of the work ‘are salient only to the extent that they mediate social agency back and forth within the social field’ (Gell 1998: 81).

So the audience in London in 1603 were able to form an opinion of the king’s whole ‘disposition’ and ‘conversation’ by making detailed inferences from the images the book offers of James’s ‘wit and knowledge’ in action. In general terms they were able to see a king conversant with all the arts and sciences across the whole sphere of ‘humane’ and divine learning. But they also abductively inferred the balance of James’s bodily humours, the motions of his spirit and of his internal faculties from the internal process revealed by the book. They could not have inferred these things – or so Bacon might have said – from a copy of a picture or a statue of the king.

In the logic and psychology of the day, mental operation involved two principal moments: ‘inventing’ – collecting perceptions and experiences received through the senses (whether from books or from nature) and shaped for mental use by the imagination; then ‘judging’ – either assessing them and deciding to act upon them, or organizing them in order to present or sway opinions (Jardine 1974: 8, 31–32):

In myne opinion one of the moste sound & healthful writings that I haue read: not distempered in the heat of inuention nor in the Couldnes of negligence: not sick of Dusinesse as those are who leese themselues in their order; nor of Convulsions as those which Crampe in matters impertinent: not sauoring of perfumes & paintings as those doe who seek to please the Reader more than Nature beareth, and chiefelye wel disposed in the spirits thereof, beeing agreeable to truth, and apt for action . . . (Bacon 2000: 143)

The king’s writings show his temperament to be naturally disposed to decorous inventing, ordering, disposing and ornamenting of pertinent matters, and to be generally agreeable to truth and apt for action. It is not just, however, that the book offers the reader the kind of intimacy with the king’s physical presence afforded to his physician or confessor – close enough to observe every sign and symptom of his temperament and disposition, to smell his perfume and judge his cosmetics. The mention of the ‘perfumes’ which prepare us for the king’s bodily presence provides an important link with Bacon’s other, 1609 comment on the king’s book, in an incomplete ‘History of Great Britain’ that was only published much later.

In this 1609 comment, Bacon makes it clear that in 1603 the ‘book falling into every man’s hand’ filled the whole realm ‘as with a good perfume or incense before the King’s coming in’. It satisfied ‘better than particular reports touching the King’s disposition’ and ‘far exceeded any formal or curious edict or declaration’ that a prince might use at the beginning of their reign to ingratiate themselves in the eyes of the people (Bacon 2000: 332). Bacon’s point is that the Basilikon Doron as a whole could be seen as one highly efficacious, artificial index of the king’s physical action in entering his new realm in a way that would ingratiate himself to his people, show him as agreeable to truth and apt for action. It was more efficacious than other dispersed indexes such as particular reports of his disposition, and edicts or declarations seen and heard across the realm, because it took us artfully into his physical presence, and allowed us abductively to infer the qualities of his soul.

The Power of Letters in Contemporary Media

Does the technology of letters, handwriting and the book still have the same magical power in contemporary culture? Would a contemporary intellectual argue before a ruler that literary media are more efficacious than visual media? Politicians such as Barack Obama (Dreams from My Father, 1995) still use books to introduce themselves personally to electorates, but could their efficacy be compared with that of televisual and Internet media? And what does the prominence of ‘old’ types of writing and books in contemporary popular narratives tell us about the place of these technologies in broader culture?

When incarnate as a student named Tom Riddle at Hogwarts in the 1940s, Lord Voldemort created a Horcrux consisting of an apparently blank diary in which he hid a fragment of his soul. Fifty years later, Harry Potter finds the empty diary, dips his quill into a new bottle and begins to write. As he writes, Tom Riddle writes back, with the words dissolving quickly away each time. In one exchange, Potter writes that someone had tried to flush the diary down the toilet; ‘[l]ucky that I recorded my memories in some more lasting way than ink’ writes back Riddle. Before long, Harry sees that ‘the little square for June the thirteenth seemed to have turned into a miniscule television screen’; he tilts forward and his body is ‘pitched headfirst through the opening in the page, into a whirl of colour and shadow’. He is soon in the living presence of the author of the diary (Rowling 1999: 179–84).

Here, and in other popular novels and films such as The Spiderwick Chronicles (2008) and Inkheart (2008), is perhaps a pop-cultural residue of the medieval and early modern understanding of the magic of letters, handwriting and the manuscript or printed codex. Such narratives appear to show us once more the power of these linked technologies as they enable people to communicate with others in distant places and times. Readers in these stories are transported into the living presence of others, even after their deaths. But do such episodes celebrate the enduring power of ‘pen and ink’ and the physical book? Or do they represent nostalgia for a broken or lost communications magic? And, if so, what exactly is broken or lost? Is it perhaps the link between these technologies that is broken, rather than the magical hold upon us of the technology of letters, which, after all, is now carried abroad by the e-book reader, the mobile phone, the computer keyboard and the Internet? Is it perhaps the centuries-old, unchallenged dominance of the power to transmit and receive written wit and knowledge across space and time that is lost, rather than that power itself? Bacon believed a sovereign needed to harness this power above all others. But now we have learned to do what could not be done by copying pictures and statues in Bacon’s day: ‘to transmit the image in all its movement and sound [across space and time] in all its instantaneousness’ (Martin 1994: 511).

Rowling appears to acknowledge that the power of writing and the book – even in the case of her own series – is now more relative than it was; or, at least, that she is writing for a generation for whom internal ‘conversation’ with the printed and written word is no longer as powerful as digital communications (which still relies on the technology of letters) and the digitalized moving image. The existence of an online, interactive version of Tom Riddle’s diary points us to the ascendant communications technologies whose magical power to index agency displaces that of handwriting and the paper book – if not that of letters per se – both within Rowling’s novel (the ink dissolves and the page becomes a television screen, a whirl of colour and shadow), and in the translation from the written to the filmed sequence in which Harry chats with Tom Riddle and then immerses himself in a virtual world: instant messaging over the Internet, video games, digital film and television.19

Notes

1. My thanks to Simeran and Rohan Gell for their encouragement, to Susanne Küchler, to the organizers of the symposium, Liana Chua and Mark Elliott, and to Jason Scott-Warren, who brought my interest in Gell to Liana’s attention, and to whose brilliant work on the early modern book-gift I am responding throughout this chapter. See Scott-Warren (2001: 1–18).

2. Exceptions include Hindu India and ‘seminar culture’ at the LSE, which he wrote about in Gell 1999.

3. It is important to reserve the term ‘nexus’ for a particular instance in which an art object is judged to index art-like agency relations between specified participants. It is not to be confused with a ‘network’ of the kind studied by social and intellectual historians, which might be thought of as the generalized set of relationships that emerges from multiple related art nexuses.

4. Gell draws selectively and creatively on C.S. Peirce’s threefold classification of the qualities of signs as iconic, symbolic, and indexical (by discarding the former two), and on his and other logicians’ classifications of an ‘abductive’ mode of inference. He does so in order to distinguish ‘art-like relations between persons and things from relations which are not art-like’ (1998: 13). See the critique of Gell’s treatment of semiotic and aesthetic approaches in Layton (2003). Some of Layton’s individual points are telling. But the change of emphasis heralded by Gell’s work was certainly needed in the late 1990s. It is not, pace Layton, that Gell sought to exclude the iconic and symbolic qualities of signs from consideration. Rather, he was saying that the indexical qualities of signs had been severely neglected due to the particular aesthetic preoccupations of modern users of art and literature, including anthropologists.

5. I am thinking of figures such as Michael Baxandall in art history, Natalie Zemon Davis in social history, Quentin Skinner in the history of political thought, Elizabeth Eisenstein and Adrian Johns in the history of the book, Mario Biagioli and Steven Shapin in the history of science, and Anthony Grafton and Lisa Jardine in Renaissance studies. On the legacy of Natalie Zemon Davis’s refusal to distinguish absolutely between ‘artefacts and ideas, society and culture’, see Diefendorf and Hesse (1993: 2–3).

6. On social archaeology and its developments since the 1970s, see Meskell and Preucel (2004). For an important development (the ‘relevance theory’ approach to cognitive pragmatics) in linguistics and psychology, see Sperber and Wilson (1995).

7. On this last point, see especially Grafton and Blair (1990). For some of the results of the University of Oslo’s project on ‘Dislocations: Practices of Cultural Transfer’ (2003–2009), see Cave (2008).

8. For an exemplary use of Gell’s model by a historian of art, see Tanner (2007: especially 90–91).

9. For a helpful distinction between ‘work’ and ‘text’, see Currie (2004: 25–26).

10. I am begging a lot of questions here about the relationship between digital facsimiles and physical copies. The important point is that digital technology has raised awareness of these copies, making them more visible to all students of literature.

11. For a still broader approach to the ways in which early modern Spanish artefacts index the will to memory and knowledge, see Bouza Alvarez (2004). There are various programmes that host this type of approach, including, for example, the ‘History of Text Technologies’ programme at Florida State University.

12. Gell has been criticized for not adequately or correctly distinguishing artistic indexes and their effects from non-artistic types (Layton 2003: 452, 459–61; Bowden 2004: 320–24). This is a problem in and for modern aesthetic theory. As early modern culture had not institutionalized ‘art’ as a separate domain of experience, I shall not address the problem here.

13. For early modern studies, the best example of a discourse of judgement in this sense is the language of ‘curiosity’ (Kenny 2004). Anthropological critics of Gell’s theory have pointed out that one needs to be able to reconstruct ‘indigenous, historically specific systems of value’ – or of attribution of value – in order to understand how agency is indexed in different ways in different cultures (Winter 2007).

14. For examples of this kind of information as registered in writing by a consumer of books, see the later journals of Pierre de L’Estoile (1948–60).

15. Bacon’s Latin translation of this passage contains no significant departures from the English original (1623: sigs. I3v-4r).

16. The comparison between the efficacy of the visual and literary arts had long been a commonplace; see Baxandall (1971: 88–92). It was, of course, possible to argue the opposite: that a book was but a copy of antiquity, whereas a material artefact like a medal was antiquity itself; see Wintroub (1997: 195, where the citation is from Henry Peacham).

17. In his own cosmology Bacon accepted the notion of seminal spirit-agents but did not give them the same scope of action they had in Paracelsus and Severinus (Shackleford 1998: 32 and notes 45, 46).

18. The following discussion of King James’s work (James VI and I 1603) draws upon and responds to Scott-Warren (2001: 4–11).

19. The online version of Tom Riddle’s diary can be found at http://pandorabots.com/pandora/talk?botid=c96f911b3e35f9e1, accessed 18 January 2010.
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CHAPTER 8



ART, PERFORMANCE AND TIME’S PRESENCE

Reflections on Temporality in Art and Agency

Eric Hirsch

[M]uch art consists of virtuosic performance, and . . . although the performances involved in most visual art take place, so to speak, ‘off-stage’, none the less a painting by Rembrandt is a performance by Rembrandt, and is to be understood only as such, just as if it were a performance by one of today’s dancers or musicians, alive and on-stage.

Alfred Gell – Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory

Introduction

Comparisons between Aboriginal Australian societies and the societies of Melanesia are long standing in anthropology. An example is the volume on ‘emplaced myth’, comparing and analysing the mythic narratives and ritual forms of the contiguous regions of Australia and New Guinea (Rumsey and Weiner 2001; cf. Wagner 1972). The comparisons in this case suggest a considerable period of spatial connection between areas where myths or ritual forms in Australia, for example, are the transformation of myths and ritual forms in New Guinea. For three-quarters of their period of human habitation they were a single landmass: ‘even in the postglacial period when the land bridge across the Torres Strait became inundated, the two have never been separated by more than sixty miles of open sea, across which there has probably always been continuous traffic’ (Rumsey 2001: 6–7).

Comparisons involving such neighbouring regions and their cultural and social forms are legion in anthropology – Lévi-Strauss’s monumental analysis of myth being perhaps the best known and celebrated. Comparisons between non-adjacent regions are also undertaken where the focus is narrowed to limited categories such as the body or person (Lambek and A. Strathern 1998) or that of gender (Gregor and Tuzin 2001). Here the comparison is not based on the assumption of spatial connection between societies and the potential mutual transformation of socio-cultural forms, but of ascertaining whether models that have informed analysis of, say, the body in one region have analytical purchase in another region. This is especially the case with categories that have become prominent in anthropology more generally. Strathern and Lambek (1998: 5) describe ‘ “[b]ody” [as] an operator-word used to give a layered semblance of unity to our anthropological discourse because of its supposed (etic [i.e. ‘cultural neutrality’]) universality’. In order to undertake such comparisons, it is necessary to agree on an accepted designation of the entity or entities being compared. The category of art is one that has proved especially difficult for anthropologists to define and compare, as it covers a potentially vast range of entities from painting, poetry and sculpture to ritual performance. As Layton (1991: 4–6) notes: ‘Art is a difficult phenomenon to define . . . because there is an imprecise boundary between art and non-art whose location seems often to shift according to fashion and ideology.’

In order to obviate this problem, Gell proposed that art objects or artworks (I use them interchangeably below as does Gell) should be considered analogous to persons, that is, entities with agency-like properties and the power to influence. Accordingly, any entity (or ‘index’; see below) that exhibits agency-like properties – one that motivates abductive inferences, cognitive interpretations, and so on – is thus person-like and can be defined as art (see Gell 1998: 27). Such an entity is what Gell refers to as the ‘index’. The index exists at the intersection of the artist and her/his causal milieu, and the patient or recipient and her/his causal milieu; that is to say, the index exists ‘where the sphere of agency overlaps with the sphere of patiency’ (ibid.: 38). Gell suggests an anthropological theory of art ‘in which persons or “social agents” are, in certain contexts, substituted for by art objects (ibid.: 5, emphasis removed). The intention of Gell’s theory is to break down the boundary between so-called ‘primitive’ or traditional art and that of ‘modern’ art. He also seeks to avert the boundary between art objects broadly defined and that of persons. In his book, Gell compares and juxtaposes art forms from diverse cultural and social contexts in order to illustrate the facets of art as agency; art analogous to agents.

Time’s Flow and Time’s Presence in the Comparative Analysis of Artworks

In this chapter, I compare anthropological interpretations of Australian Aboriginal (Yolngu) and Melanesian (Fuyuge) artworks in the tradition of comparison mentioned above, and incorporate into these comparisons art historical interpretations of artworks from different periods in Western art history (Alpers [1983] 1989; Clark 1985; Damisch [1987] 1995; Fried 1980; Krauss 1985; Snyder 1985). The chapter is framed by the Australian and Melanesian ethnographic accounts of artworks. Between these I briefly consider three art historical interpretations of artworks: Alpers’s ([1983] 1989) analysis of seventeenth-century Dutch art; Clark’s (1985) study of the ‘painting of modernity’ in Paris of the 1860s; and Fried’s monograph on mid-eighteenth-century French painting. I have chosen these cases because they are generally recognized as landmark studies in the art history field and because they intersect conceptually in unique ways with Gell’s concerns in Art and Agency. Although Gell does not refer to any of these authors, both Alpers and Fried foreground the relations between artist and recipient – Alpers analysing more specifically the causal environments of this relation while Fried considers the artistic strategies adopted and the effects these had on recipients. Clark’s Marxist-informed account has similar objectives to Gell’s anthropological theory of art: ‘to account for the production and circulation of art objects as a function of [the social] relational context’ (Gell 1998: 11).

Alpers’s ([1983] 1989) study is in the line of art historical analysis developed by Baxandall (1972) with its attention to the ‘period eye’. Gell (1998: 2) addresses this art historical approach in the opening pages of his book where he is critical of a focus on aesthetic systems, whether of a ‘cultural system’ or ‘historical period’. Nonetheless, her study assists us in understanding why the Dutch at the time, as much as Gell (1998: 69, 72) himself for different reasons, were captivated by these images, such as those created by Vermeer.

In contrast to Alpers’s study, Clark’s analysis (1985) focuses on the inextricable connections between artworks and social practice. In a sense, Clark’s study dovetails with Gell’s anthropological emphasis on the social and social relationships in particular (Gell 1998: 3). For Clark, the emphasis is on class relations and specifically how the ‘painting of modernity’, as his book calls it, reveals why and how the artists of the time were closely related with the interests and economic conventions of the bourgeoisie, and how this took form in the artworks they created.

Fried’s study is aligned in different ways to both Alpers’s and Clark’s studies. Like Alpers, Fried examines the complex relations between artists, recipients and paintings. His interest in representational ‘absorption’ parallels Alpers’s concern with ‘anti-Albertian’ representation evident in seventeenth-century Dutch art. Where the Albertian definition of the picture exists as ‘a framed surface or pane situated at a certain distance from a viewer who looks through it at a second substitute world’, anti-Albertian representation lacks such framing devices, and it is as if the world depicted came first (Alpers [1983] 1989: xix).

As with Gell’s study, Fried is interested in the effect that artworks – paintings in this case – may have on the recipient/beholder (cf. Krauss 1985: 3–4). But as Fried explores, this effect is a means of both negating the presence of the beholder, while simultaneously and paradoxically drawing the beholder to the artwork because her/his presence has been denied (cf. Pinney 2001: 157–60). At the same time, the relation between artist and critic (e.g. Diderot – eighteenth-century philosopher, art critic and writer) that first emerges in Fried’s study of mid-eighteenth-century French painting is transformed in the market-orientated, restructured urban context of Paris in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, documented by Clark.

I compare these different interpretations of artworks, from different contexts and periods, in order to illustrate Gell’s approach in treating all ‘art objects’ as potentially comparable and subject to analysis within a single framework. At the same time, there are limitations in this approach. Gell does not explicitly acknowledge that his theory assumes all societies are equivalently productive of ‘art’, although the form of this art may differ between them. What he also does not explicitly acknowledge are the regional differences influencing the creation of social and cultural forms, such as ‘art’, and how art forms can be the diverse outgrowths of unique, regional and historical processes.

Gell also largely ignores institutional differences in the comparisons he develops, such as the analogies he describes between Duchamp’s oeuvre – created in a dealership market – and that of Maori meeting houses, which were created in a colonial context (Gell 1998: 242–58). These differences are important to consider when comparing, as I do below, examples of European art (as analysed by art historians and art critics) with Melanesian and Australian Aboriginal examples (as analysed by anthropologists). They are important because ‘the network of relationships surrounding particular artworks in specific interactive settings’ (ibid.: 8) will differ depending on distinctive institutional contexts (cf. Berger 1972; Bourdieu [1979] 1984). In addition, in the concluding chapter of Art and Agency (1998) Gell develops the analogy between art objects and persons with respect to time. He suggests that art objects produced by an artist and forming her/his oeuvre exhibit a comparable expression of temporality to that of the artist’s own time consciousness.

It is here, in particular, that I draw attention to a dimension of time that is central to both Gell’s theory of art and agency, as well as diverse art historical analyses, but which is not explicitly addressed in Gell’s theory or the art historical examples. This is the dimension of time’s presence.

In the case of Gell’s theory, Husserl’s model of individual time-consciousness is drawn upon to conceptualize the temporality of indexes. Husserl’s model argues that the individual consciousness of the present is

not a knife-edge ‘now’ but a temporally extended field within which trends emerge out of the patterns we discern in the successive updatings of perceptions relating to the proximate past, the next most proximate past, and the next, and so on. This trend is projected into the future in the form of protentions, that is, anticipations of the pattern of updating of current perceptions which will be necessitated in the proximate future, the next most proximate future, and the next, in a manner symmetric with the past, but in inverse temporal order . . . The effect of this argument is to abolish the hard-and-fast distinction between the dynamic present and the fixed and unchanging past. (Gell 1998: 239–40)

Gell develops from this model the terminology used to consider indexes in an analogous way. With respect to artworks or indexes, Gell speaks of ‘strong and weak protentions for “prospective” or future-orientated relations, and strong and weak retentions for “retrospective” or past-orientated relations’ (Gell 1998: 235). If we consider the work of an individual artist or the collective work of a culture, ‘the arrangement of individual works in an artist’s oeuvre, each of which is partly a recapitulation of previous works and partly an anticipation of works as yet uncommenced, seems to generate the same kind of relationship between indexes (which are objects in the external world) as exist between mental states in the cognitive process we recognize as consciousness’ (ibid.: 236; emphasis removed). Gell argues, then, that the ‘temporal structure of index-to-index relations’ (i.e. objects related to each other in the external world) in an artist’s work, for example, ‘externalizes or objectifies the same type of relations as exist between the artist’s internal states of mind as a being endowed with consciousness’ (ibid.). As he indicates with reference to his analysis of Duchamp’s oeuvre, ‘[e]ach Duchamp work, in other words, invites us to adopt a particular perspective on all Duchamp’s works, often by providing explicit quotations or references to past and future works, though also adumbrating retentions and protentions in a more elliptical fashion’ (ibid.: 250).

What the focus on temporal passage overlooks, I contend, is that of temporal presence, that is to say, time as ‘now’; the temporal presence that is manifest by artworks as much as the actions of persons (giving a sense of occupying a distinctive ‘time’). Artworks are able to create this illusion of stoppage because the artistic performances they display materially evoke the moment in which they were created. The artworks provide a sense of the context and time in which it was possible to create such forms. Thus, different forms and styles of art objects will be evocative of different presences of time. Art historians, as I will discuss below, illustrate their arguments about a period, style or artist with artworks that are supposed to capture the artistic moment or epoch they are analysing. The artworks art historians deploy for these purposes disclose the ‘now’ that the artist or artists and their publics were to have experienced. The artwork or artworks appear to occupy a unique time.

Think for a moment about the telling of a myth, the performance of a ritual, or a created painting; the performance of each can be understood to occupy its own time. The actual interval of time can be very different – several minutes in the case of a narrative, several months for a ritual, several hours, days or weeks (of largely unseen activity in the Western context) for a painting. This dimension of time is what Wagner (1986: 81–82) refers to as organic time, where past and future are both subsumed within the present. The events or moments occurring in organic time – as evoked in a myth, ritual or painting – ‘have a definitive and non-arbitrary – a constitutive – relationship to the sequence as a whole’ (ibid.: 81). In the case of Western painting, for example, the evocation of organic time is, in a sense, indirect, as the actual performance of creating artworks is conventionally concealed.1 The viewing, assessment and analysis of paintings by beholders of various kinds (lay publics, critics, and so on) are the contexts in which time’s presence captured by a painting may be grasped.

In this light, a comment by the art historian and art critic Michael Fried (1982) is pertinent. It arose in the context of a debate about modernism in art with fellow art historian T.J. Clark (1982). Of the present form of modernism, Clark (1982: 156) was critical: ‘an art whose object is nothing but itself, which never tires of discovering that that self is pure as only pure negativity can be, and which offers its audience that nothing, tirelessly and, I concede, adequately made over into form’.

Fried responded with an assessment that is relevant, I think, to how the presence of time is potentially apprehended by painters and audience alike in relation to (modernist) Western painting:

[T]he modernist painter seeks to discover not the irreducible essence of all painting but rather those conventions which, at a particular moment in the history of the art, are capable of establishing his work’s nontrivial identity as painting leaves wide open (in principle though not in actuality) the question of what, should he prove successful, those conventions will turn out to be. (Fried 1982: 227, emphasis added)

Fried is suggesting that the modernist painter, through her/his artistic performance, seeks to discover and realize the conventions of painting that define the current moment or ‘now’ of artistic practice.

Gell’s model does not address the dimension of time concerned with its presence. By contrast, Gell’s (and Husserl’s) analysis of time consciousness and the recurrent transformations of temporal protentions and retentions provide a useful analogy when applied to ‘sets of related artworks’. It enables the mutual relations, influences and changes between sets of artworks to be discerned (see Gell 1998: 232–42). However, a focus on the temporal flow of artworks obscures what is the equally important aspect of organic time. Although both are concerned with temporality, there is a difference; and this difference is that a myth, ritual or painting makes something apparent or obvious. The significance made apparent by an art object is through the way it evokes a unique moment. Wagner (1986: 86) refers to this as ‘time that stands for itself’: it has the immediacy of perception, rather than the passage of time, that is perceived. Artworks can exhibit this quality because their realization potentially renders obvious a meaning or significance that appears to occupy its own time – its own ‘now’. We only need to think of iconic artworks, such as Picasso’s Guernica that conjure up the prelude to World War Two (as the Spanish Civil War) as much as an anti-war symbol about the tragedies of war more generally.

Although artworks have this potential quality, the quality is realized differently depending on context and audience. So, for example, in the Australian Aboriginal and Melanesian cases I consider, those who assess the artistic performances (body painting, ritual) are connected to the performers through relations of kinship and marriage. The concern of artistic performers as much as those assessing their performance is that the artistic creations conform to ancestral precedent. But how this ancestral precedent should appear at any given time is never certain and is subject to contest and debate among those creating or assessing the artwork. It is open to contest and debate because those involved can never be entirely certain of what the current moment is and how this ‘now’ is to be visibly manifest. Within particular ancestrally perceived constraints, creators of artworks attempt to appear effective in the way their creation is fabricated. In doing so they create a perception of ‘now’, of what is appropriate at the moment, which is taken as conventional or is contested.

By contrast, the post-Renaissance European art I consider is formed in very different sets of social relations. The connections between artists and beholders are not by and large informed by relations of kinship and marriage, and in most cases the beholders are unknown to the artist. The artists are increasingly less constrained by ancestral precedent and more constrained by changing conventions of artistic representation and changing relations between artist and audience of various kinds. But what are the appropriate artistic conventions at any given time and what should the relations be between artist and audience at any moment? Again, these can never be known for certain and are open to competing claims and contests. Artists, audiences and critics compete and debate to determine what artistic conventions should prevail ‘now’ and what artworks appear as evidence of this moment. The debate between Clark and Fried mentioned above was, among other matters, about this problem.

I take up these issues by first considering an Australian Aboriginal example of painting analysed by Morphy (1991, 2009). I draw on this case because Morphy also addresses various criticisms of Gell’s theory, and I consider these in relation to the ethnography Morphy presents. I then turn to the art historical examples and consider the ways in which art historians have analysed various styles and epochs of painting artworks. I highlight how they have either implicitly or explicitly used particular artworks to act as evidence of the temporal presence (e.g. nineteenth-century Parisian modernity) they are explicating. As with the Australian Aboriginal case interpreted by Morphy, the art historical examples illustrate how artworks distinctively render obvious time’s presence and how this is differently debated depending on the context and the artworks concerned. I then bring in my final comparison, an anthropological interpretation of an artwork from Melanesia – a ritual – where there is debate among the local denizens about how the ritual is to be manifest in the present. The ritual performance is an ‘index’ permitting the abduction of agency analogous to a painting where the ‘sphere of agency’ enacted by the ritual performers overlaps with the ‘sphere of patiency’ enacted by the audience of the ritual. As informs the opening Australian Aboriginal example, the debate here is framed in terms of ancestral concerns and not in terms of the category of ‘art’ or artistic progress, as in the art historical examples.

Meanings and Time of the Ancestral Past

As I have indicated, Gell’s theory of art ostensibly overlaps with the anthropological theory of the person (cf. M. Strathern 1988). In Art and Agency, he argues that persons or ‘social agents’ are in specific contexts substituted by ‘art objects’ (Gell 1998: 5). In formulating his theory, Gell takes issue with Morphy’s definition of art objects as ‘sign-vehicles, conveying “meaning” ’ (ibid.). In this view, Gell argues, art objects are analogous to a visual code for the communication of meaning, or made to elicit an ‘endorsed aesthetic response, or both of these simultaneously’ (ibid.). Instead of the emphasis on meaning advanced by Morphy, Gell ‘views art as a system of action intended to change the world rather than encode symbolic propositions’: the ‘ “action”-centred approach to art . . . is preoccupied with the practical mediatory role of art objects in the social process’ (ibid.: 6).

In a recent article, Morphy (2009) contests Gell’s assessment of the aesthetic and semantic dimensions of art objects. Morphy argues instead that it is precisely through the aesthetic and semantic aspects of objects ‘that artworks become indices of agency and indeed create the particular form of agency concerned’ (ibid.: 8). He develops this argument with respect to his ethnography of Yolngu initiation that I consider below. Morphy, however, agrees with Gell’s emphasis on art objects as mediating social agency: mediating domains of existence, mediating artists and audience, and ‘mediat[ing] between an object that they are an index of and the person interacting with that object’ (ibid.). In the example of eighteenth-century French painting that I draw on, art criticism at the time was concerned with the effect the painted representation had on the audience; the painting was meant to mediate explicitly the relationship between painter and beholder.

While Morphy agrees with Gell’s emphasis on art as a mode of action and less about ‘encoding symbolic propositions about the world’ (Morphy 2009: 14), he suggests ‘that in many cases the semantic component of art can be integral to its being a mode of acting in the world, which may be directed towards change or any other objective that motivates the person who uses it’ (ibid.). It is this issue in particular that he takes up in his ethnography.

Morphy’s focus on the semantic and aesthetic components of art as a mode of action is one I take up as well. He uses the ethnography of Yolngu body painting in initiation ceremonies to problematize the ‘isomorphy of structure’ suggested by Gell. By isomorphy of structure Gell refers to the similarity between ‘the cognitive processes we know (from inside) as “consciousness” and the spatio-temporal structures of distributed objects in the artefactual realm – such as the oeuvre of one particular artist (Duchamp . . .) or the historical corpus of types of artworks (e.g. Maori meeting houses)’ (Gell 1998: 222). Morphy argues instead that the focus needs to be on the creation of art in context, and the way supra-individual images are ‘produced by minds and imaginations of the interacting individuals’ (2009: 15). While I agree with Morphy’s emphasis on the context of the creation and use of art objects, what his analysis does not address is the component of time. Time is significant because ‘interacting individuals’ and the way art objects mediate their interactions happens, as I have indicated, in time. Interactions and mediations in time also potentially create a distinctive time – its presence and its meanings. This is evident in the ethnography that Morphy presents, to which I now turn.

Morphy describes how the images painted on the Yolngu initiate’s chest are selected from images representing places associated with ancestral beings. These images are the important possessions of clans. The actual painting takes place on the day of the initiation circumcision. The painting process takes around four hours, and the initiate needs to remain motionless throughout. It must be completed by late afternoon, as the circumcision takes place just before sunset. ‘[T]he painting provides the focal point for the afternoon’s rituals, creating a set-aside space around which people sing and dance. The aesthetic effect of the painting is considerable and together with the feather armbands and dilly bags create the boys in the image of ancestral beings’ (Morphy 2009: 19). The artist and only a few other people may look directly at the painting before it is finished. After it is completed, the painting is exposed briefly to public inspection:

The painting exists as a much more widely connected and durable object than the instances of its production allow. Far from being disconnected from life it is linked everywhere to people and places. It exists in the mental archive that is Yolngu art and in the imaginations of the artists who can produce it on the occasions when it is required. The semantic dimension of the object is vital as far as Yolngu conceptions of the transmission of religious knowledge are concerned . . . The meanings encoded in the form of the paintings are referred to in many other contexts through the singing of clan songs and by observing features of the landscape, in the personal names that refer to the ancestral places that are represented in the paintings . . . (Morphy 2009: 16–17)

The performance, as Morphy describes it, occupies its own ‘time’. The ritual performers have a sense of what outcomes need to be achieved. What is rendered obvious is a meaning or significance, one that appears to occupy a distinctive time. The meaning is not necessarily spoken, but it is seen and recognized. As Morphy (2009: 15) indicates: ‘The main impact of the design may be through its aesthetic effect – the shimmering brilliance of the design which is relatively autonomous of its semantic meaning but which is interpreted as an index of ancestral power.’ The effect of the paintings and other ritual ornaments the boys wear ‘creates the boys in the image of ancestral beings’ (ibid.: 19).

More generally, ‘[p]aintings, dances, songs, and power names are collectively the mardayin, the sacred law through which knowledge of the ancestral past – the wangarr – is transmitted and reenacted’ (Morphy 1991: 292). In terms of Yolngu knowledge of sacred law and ancestral power, there are generally accepted sets of conventions for how the paintings should appear. Even where the designs and/or context alter, those producing the art objects ‘tend to deny that any innovations have occurred and to assert the continuity of an unchanging tradition’ (Morphy 2009: 20). It would seem from what Morphy indicates that the designs on petitions to Parliament, church panels and clan motor vehicles, among others, are all evidence of ‘time’s presence’, which in the Yolngu case is the time of ancestral power (ibid.). This is the case even where the designs have changed or the materials on which they are created are different from those used before colonial incursion. They are unique evocations of the ‘now’ of the ancestral past.


[image: images]

8.1 Body paintings on initiates at a Yolngu circumcision ceremony. The boys lie still for several hours while the designs are painted on their chests. They are surrounded by members of clans of their own moiety who sing songs that relate to the paintings that are being produced, referring to the journeys of the ancestral beings manifest in the images (see Morphy 2009: 16). Photograph: Howard Morphy.



Understanding the Current Moment Visually

In comparison to the Yolngu case I have just briefly considered, how is time’s presence evoked through artworks of the post-Renaissance European period, and how do art historians and others suggest this temporal existence through the artworks they deploy in their interpretations and arguments? This cannot be understood through the experience of artists and recipients in the present as anthropologists conventionally do, except possibly in those cases of fieldwork in contemporary art worlds (cf. Schneider and Wright 2010). Rather, art historians must draw on different sources, largely archival in nature. The frontpiece to The Order of Things (Foucault [1966] 1970) displays Velàzquez’s arresting image, Las Meninas. Foucault was not an art historian as such but he chose this artwork to introduce his study of the Western European ‘classical’ episteme. He analyses the image in detail, noting in particular, how the ‘entire picture is looking out at a scene for which it is itself a scene’ (ibid.: 14; Damisch [1987] 1994). Foucault chose this image, his analysis suggests, because it exemplifies in visual terms what he understood as the emergence of a new epoch or ‘now’ of ‘classical’ discourse and knowledge; a seventeenth-century emphasis on seeing and representation in contrast to the Renaissance stress on interpretation though resemblance: ‘Perhaps there exists, in this painting by Velàzquez, the representation as it were, of Classical representation, and the definition of the space it opens up to us’ (Foucault [1966] 1970: 16).


[image: images]

8.2 The Family of Felipe IV, or Las Meninas, by Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez (1656). © Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid, Spain.



Whether Foucault’s analysis of the artwork is justified in the terms he suggests, what is of interest is the way he used the image to convey a new presence of time, evident in new forms of knowledge and representation. Foucault ([1966] 1970: 8) argues that the mirror in the painting ‘provides a metathesis of visibility that affects both the space represented in the picture and its nature as representation; it allows us to see, in the centre of the canvas, what in the painting is of necessity doubly invisible’. Others within and outside the art historical field have contested Foucault’s interpretation (cf. Searle 1980). Snyder (1985), an art historian, contests this understanding and suggests that the artwork may appear to be about the structure of appearance in painting. However, it uses this sort of engagement fostered by the painting to engender and endorse an ‘intimation of ideality’ (Snyder 1985: 564). He suggests that the artwork addresses the Infanta (at the centre, foreground of the painting) and the circumstances of her education: ‘[i]n a sense, Las Meninas is the painted equivalent of a manual for the education of the princess – a mirror of the princess [with the king and queen in the mirror at the centre, background, ruling over her]. In Snyder’s (ibid.: 559) analysis the mirror at the centre of the artwork is the ‘mirror of majesty’. According to Snyder (ibid.: 561) the image is not that of a new episteme (and the presence of time this evokes), but a representation of the time of the ‘perfect prince’ (ibid.: 561).

The debate here is, among other matters, about what constitutes a ‘visual culture’ (see Alpers [1983] 1989: xxv; Baxandall 1972) in any particular place and time, such as among the Yolngu above, and how this can be delineated and understood. Alpers ([1983] 1989: xxv) suggests that ‘[m]ost artistic traditions mark what persists and is sustaining, not what is changing, in culture’. The traditions exist and persist over periods of time (an epoch) and art historians (and anthropologists) use particular artworks to provide evidence and insights into the actual presence of this time.

In particular, Alpers accounts for the distinctive nature of Dutch visual culture in the seventeenth century. She highlights the intrinsic relations between interests in optical mechanisms and instruments, a privileging of vision, an impulse for maps and mapping, and the distinctiveness of the artworks created (e.g. Vermeer), as all elements of a more general value given to descriptive presence. She contrasts this northern tradition or aesthetic (an art of describing) with one of southern, Italian (Albertian) origins, where the emphasis is on narrative art; artworks associated with a textual source (Alpers [1983] 1989: xix).2 In the seventeenth-century Dutch context it is the relations between the diverse elements Alpers examines – artworks and other material entities – that were all being ‘simultaneously’ performed. Their meaning and aesthetic value derived from the sense of ‘now’ that these performances evoked.

Alpers’s ([1983] 1989: 8) analysis draws on Geertz’s (1976) understanding of art as a ‘cultural system’, where the cultural system – say in an area of Aboriginal Australia, Holland in the seventeenth century, or highland Papua, is locally specific. The influence of Geertz’s anthropological perspective – drawing on Baxandall’s (1972) influential account of the Italian fifteenth-century ‘period eye’ – emphasizes that beholders ‘both bring something to the interpretation of an art form, and expect something additional from it’ (O’Hanlon 1989: 138, emphasis removed). Here, artist and audience are in a kind of implicit dialogue about how the moment they currently occupy should be seen and understood.

Turning Points

But art can also be seen as a ‘turning point of culture’, evidence of a new temporal presence. This is the argument made by Clark (1985) in his study of painting in nineteenth-century Paris. He considers a different set of relations between artworks (indexes) and other entities and representations (such as class relations, spectacle and urban transformations) in Paris of the time, in order to disclose the sense of contemporaneousness evoked by Manet and his followers. Clark (ibid.: 32–33) argues that the actual, formal modernization of Paris accomplished by Haussmann in the 1860s and thereafter was foreseen thirty years earlier by the subtle changes occurring in buildings and residential shifts recorded by Victor Hugo and others. The plan and attempted realization of Paris’s modernization was thus anticipated like the completion of a myth; past and future subsumed within the present, which was the restructuring of the vast urban environment. Clark’s study examines the contested rhetoric that surrounded the new kind of painting at the time of urban modernization in conjunction with the finer details of the ‘Haussmannization’ of Paris. Haussmann attempted to provide an ideological or mythic unity to the city through his programme of radically transforming Parisian inhabitants, streets, housing, lighting, parks, and so on – rendering it into a ‘spectacle’ (ibid.: 63).3

The 1860s were an epoch of transition in the way the categories of social life (e.g. class, city, neighbourhood, sex, occupation) were understood and represented. It is the emergence of this new time and its vicarious visible presence that modernist artists sought to represent through their paintings and that Clark seeks to explicate through his detailed analysis of the artworks and their relationships to the urban setting of their creation. The focus of Clark’s analysis is the inextricable connection between social processes and social transformations – such as class and ideological struggle – and representations of various forms in the Paris of the 1860s, 1870s and thereafter (see Clark 1985: 261–66; in particular, his examination of Seurat’s Un Dimanche après-midi à lîle de La Grande Jatte in the concluding chapter). His study implicitly renders time’s presence apparent in this context by revealing these inseparable connections and their contradictions. The explicit focus of Clark’s study is the social and artistic struggles to represent this new urban context with its transformed class configuration, but in revealing this he simultaneously reveals the moment or ‘now’ through the range of artworks created to represent this moment.

Temporal Worlds of Representation

The period covered by the argument in The Painting of Modern Life saw the rise of the ‘dealer-critic system’ (Clark 1985: 260). Painters increasingly depended for their living on the movements of the world art market, and successful ones played one part of the market off another, changing their artistic practice to suit the needs of new contractual arrangements.

In contrast to the artistic situation documented by Clark, the relations between artist and audience were of a different nature prior to the collapse of the Ancien Regime in the late eighteenth century. In mid-eighteenth-century France there was a reaction against late Baroque or Rococo – a style of artistic representation that emphasized intimacy, sensuousness, and decoration, which was a revision of classical styles – and it is this movement that is the focus of Michael Fried’s study Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (1980). Fried’s study has a different theoretical orientation to that of Clark. As with Alpers’s ([1983] 1989) enquiry discussed above, he is interested in the specific relation between artist and beholder, and the anti-Albertian (i.e. absorptive) tendencies in post-Renaissance art. Like Alpers, he does not consider the artworks in the context of social processes and conflicts, but as indications of a distinctive visual culture.

A long-standing emphasis on absorption, of characters and/or action figuratively depicted being seemingly wholly absorbed in what is represented, was largely eclipsed during the period of Rococo. Critics and audience alike responded to a change in figuration that captured a new perceptual present, a ‘moment’ of visual culture distinct from the Rococo. There was debate at the time as to how absorption should be represented in paintings (see below) (Fried 1980: 108).

The reaction against Rococo is exemplified by the sensation caused when Greuze (1725–1805) exhibited his painting Père de Famille (1755). Several critics discussed the painting at length (Fried 1980: 8–10). The narratives reveal a specific concern with being ‘absorbed’ that the painting conveys through its representation of activity.4 A similar assessment by a contemporary critic reproduced by Fried is made for Chardin’s (1699–1779) earlier painting Un Philosophe Occupé de sa Lecture (1753).5

If we were to focus on Greuze (or, for example, Seurat in the previous section) and follow Gell’s (1998: 221–58) model of ‘distributed objects’ (i.e. the ‘objects’ of an artist or ‘culture’ distributed in space and time), we might consider Greuze’s oeuvre as a whole, and trace the ‘protentional’ and ‘retentional’ relationships between his works, seeing these as analogous to a form of individual time consciousness or durée exhibited by the artist (Gell 1998: 236). However, it is clear from the context in which Greuze produced his art (again, as with Manet, Monet, Seurat and others) that he was engaged in painting ‘in relation’ to other painters of the time such as Van Loo (1705–1765), Vien (1716–1809) and especially Chardin, as well as other audiences and under particular social conditions, as stressed by Clark.

The paintings occupy their own ‘absorptive time’, recognizable for their performance of this painterly convention. However, as Fried argues, a divergence emerged in the way absorption came to be represented and came to manifest the presence of this ‘absorptive time’. That is, between absorption as the hallmark of the everyday (Chardin) and absorption as ‘secondary’ to more theatrical (southern or Albertian, after Alpers) concerns (Greuze) (Fried 1980: 61; cf. Baxandall 1985: 74–104). This divergence supports Fried’s (ibid.: 61) claim that Chardin and Greuze ‘represent different worlds’. In other words, different expectations between artist and audience about what each came to expect from the other at this moment. The loss of the everyday in pictorial representation was a significant turning point – a shift in time’s presence manifest in painting in this period.6

In What Time Are We Now?

I now turn to my final example. It is from the Fuyuge people of Papua New Guinea with whom I have conducted fieldwork, and is different from the previous examples in that it deals not with painting – whether on-stage or off-stage – but with another kind of artwork and performance, that of ritual. It is appropriate to compare this artwork with the others considered as the creators/performers of the ritual understand it as having agency and the capacity to affect the audience, as much as themselves, in powerful ways. In this sense, it is an ‘index’ – following Gell’s terminology – that permits the ‘abduction of agency’. As with the Australian Aboriginal example, the ritual performances of the Fuyuge are meant to evoke an ancestral presence. And as with the Australian Aboriginal example, how this is meant to appear at any given performance is open to contest and debate. In that sense, my final example can also somewhat obliquely be compared to the mid-eighteenth-century French painting as the Fuyuge contest I describe implies the existence of ‘different worlds’, and how artworks (ritual performances) are meant to appear at a given moment. The ‘worlds’ in the Fuyuge case are not those of ‘absorption’ and ‘theatricality’ (or a northern and southern European artistic traditions) but those of imagined black people (Papua New Guineans) and imagined white people. Both peoples, it is understood from the Fuyuge perspective, derive ultimately from a single Fuyuge ancestral source (tidibe), although they currently exist as separate.

Fuyuge social life is focused on the performance of a ritual they call gab that consists of life-cycle rites, ceremonial exchanges, dances and pig killings. The ritual consists of a sequence of performances; each ritual unfolds in a specially built village and plaza, also known as gab. Dances are performed by one or more neighbouring collectives that are challenged to display their capacities in the ritual plaza. The dances are performed before the life-cycle rites, and the performance of those rites are then followed by different sets of pig killings; a great pig-killing performance caps the ritual as a whole.

It has been a long-standing convention among the Fuyuge that when two collectives of dancers perform, each can use different instruments, such as hand-held drums or large bamboo poles that are pounded on the ground. However, in the late 1990s, dancers in gab began to perform as ‘disco’.7 ‘Disco’ in this case refers to string-band music accompanied by a ‘stereotypical Polynesian dance, with swaying hips and undulating hand movements’ (Niles 1998: 78). This dance is performed centrally by young women, while small groups of young men parade about them, some playing guitars with amplifiers. They all perform songs that have string-band melodies with Fuyuge lyrics. Youth groups had performed this form of dance in the mid-1980s, but never in the context of a gab performance. The performance of disco in gab in 1999 was an innovatory act, as Gell (1998: 256) describes, but such acts are only innovatory from an anterior perspective, and this accounts for the importance of anticipation in gab. It was a political act meant to have the anticipated outcome of triumph over the other performers. But every gab is innovatory in this way, analogous to the creation of the Maori meeting houses that Gell (ibid.: 251–58) analyses.
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8.3 Esa u kum women dancing disco kere at Hausline village. Photograph: Eric Hirsch.
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8.4 Migu performing kere in conventional manner at Hausline village. Photograph: Eric Hirsch.



The particular gab I am concerned with is one that I observed and recorded during fieldwork in 1999. At this gab, one collectivity known as Esa u kum or EK (as shortened locally), performed as disco. The second collectivity challenged to perform, known as Migu, performed with drums. The ensuing evaluations and debates about their performances revealed, among other significant matters, important differences in Fuyuge ideas about the presence of time.

Shortly after the performance of EK, talk began to focus on the lower-body decorations of the dancers and their inferior appearance, particularly when compared to the powerful appearance created by Migu. The skin of the EK dancers did not look appropriately prepared; many were wearing shorts instead of loincloths. People said that from the shoulders up they were fine, but below that they looked as though they had rushed their preparations. This sentiment was reinforced by the reception that Migu received when they performed. It has long been customary for older and more highly regarded men to speak words of praise when they are impressed with the dancers, but there was silence during Migu’s performance. This is because everyone knew Migu was superior and they did not want to shame EK explicitly. However, these were not the only opinions I heard about Migu’s performance. Different views were subtly expressed later when the pigs for the life-cycle rites were killed and then distributed. There were also formal speeches in which attempts were made to capture the moment and the way in which the dancers had been perceived.

For example, one of the hosts who had invited EK to perform made a speech that attempted to ‘mask’ EK’s poor performance. The speaker stood on several dead pigs that were lined up, holding a head-dress decorated with feathers in one hand and a ten kina8 note in the other:

This is my power [showing the head-dress]; this is the white man’s power [showing the K10 note]. Mine is gone. I am not going to bring it back: Papua New Guinea and Australia, our power [money]. This is your flower. Get this thing and when anybody wants to cook his pumpkin [i.e. make a gab] and invites you, you get this and go. And if he asks you to go and play guitar you get this and lead your people and go. This one is at the back of me now [i.e. head-dress].

The speaker is saying that money and disco, associated as they are with white people, are the power of the future. A head-dress made on its own is not enough, is inadequate, and behind us now. He was claiming that the performance of EK, contrary to appearances, was powerful and one to be followed. By contrast, the performance of Migu, although seen as superior, was in fact not the power it appeared to be.

But his attempt to capture the moment did not go unchallenged. Shortly afterwards, another of the hosts held up a similar head-dress and money and began his speech:

This is white’s thing, this is our, black’s thing. I am not going to throw one and hold onto the other. The two will go up together [his two index fingers pointing together]. Sometime in the future the white man will tell me, show me your traditional ways dancing. If I leave custom and the white man asks me to show him in the future, what will I show him? [He says]: ‘You dance your “custom” ’, and what will I do? I might look for ways. ‘Law’ [money] and custom must go together.

The speaker is saying that both things, white and black, must proceed together. He is stating that one cannot have money without custom.

This debate about how the dancers did and should appear is simultaneously a debate about the presence of time. The debate was asking: in what time are we (Fuyuge) now, that of disco/money or that of custom? The performers and audience of gab all have a sense of the way in which the sequence of performances constituting gab is meant to become visible. The performances exhibit an ‘organic time’ as there is a definitive and non-arbitrary relationship between each sequence and the sequence as a whole. This is what the debate above is about: how the respective dancers should become visible and whether they appropriately fit into the performed whole as imagined.

In this sense, gab makes evident both the passage of time – the movement from one sequence of gab to the next – and the presence of time, the perception of ‘now’ created by the non-arbitrary relations of the entire sequence. Temporal passage and temporal presence are complementary and contiguous. Both passage and presence are visibly manifest in gab and in the Yolngu initiation ceremonies. It will be recalled that the painting on the Yolngu boys’ bodies prior to the circumcision requires that they remain motionless, and that the painting is the focal point of the ritual sequence. However, few people actually look at the paintings themselves until they are briefly, publicly displayed when completed. The temporal passage of the ritual coexists with the perception that the ritual as a whole creates or should create the young boys into the image of ancestral beings.

Conclusion

It will be recalled that the intention of Art and Agency is not only to remove the boundary between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ art, but also to erase the boundary between artworks, broadly defined, and that of persons. Gell compares and juxtaposes artworks from diverse contexts to elucidate his art as agency model. I have followed Gell’s comparative example through examining interpretations of artworks by anthropologists and art historians, with specific reference to issues of temporality addressed in Art and Agency. Thus, in contrast to the Fuyuge and Yolngu examples that have framed my account, the European artworks analysed by art historians do not disclose the temporal passage that resulted in their creation. The ‘ritual’ of their creation is, as Gell (1998: 95) suggests ‘off-stage’ and is potentially implied or implicitly evoked by the completed image itself.

The European cases highlight the importance of the named, individual agency of the artist as potentially bound up with the perceived power and value of the painting. There is a contrast between these examples and that of the Yolngu and Fuyuge cases where the ‘artists’ are seen as vehicles for the creation of images that evoke ancestral power. The capacity of performers to create the intended effect on the audience is bound up with the (innovatory) reproduction of an ancestral pattern and not with individually recognized forms of representation. In the Yolngu and Fuyuge cases, the name and agency of the artists are not crucial – only that they can appropriately create the imagery of ancestral power.

Fuyuge gab and Yolngu initiation each generates its own (contested) aesthetic; and in each, meaning is created by the distinctive, ancestral time rendered apparent by the performances. The European cases are a painterly one like the Yolngu example, and the final French case is also a contest about the different worlds of painterly performance – a contest about artistic representation and the distinctive time and meaning manifest by absorption or theatricality. The Fuyuge example highlights a contest about the different imagined worlds (black and white) informing aspects of gab performance and time’s presence that each potentially manifests.

Where Gell considers the temporality of art objects, he has focused on them as specifically analogous to time consciousness, as durée, the passage of time. I have stressed a complementary and distinctive perspective, that of time’s presence. The importance of aesthetics and meaning are evident when this distinctive time perspective is considered, as we have seen above. Just as art objects, as broadly defined by Gell, are both conventional and innovatory (but not in any absolute sense), so art and persons render apparent time’s presence. Art and persons disclose the meanings and aesthetics that we attribute to lives lived in diverse forms of (temporal) performance.
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Notes

1. However, the prolific eighteenth-century artist Canaletto (1697–1768) had to revert to public performances of his painting when his later works were accused of being created by an impostor. Canaletto had to demonstrate that the temporal passage of his painting ‘ritual’, as conventionally performed ‘off-stage’, could result in his unique and distinctive representations. His images represent a topography (Venice, London) that simultaneously captures the perception of this topography at a unique moment, the perception of an eminently recognizable presence of time.

2. In the course of her analysis Alpers briefly discusses Velàzquez’s Las Meninas and underscores how it exemplifies both the southern and northern traditions of artistic representation. Unlike Foucault’s analysis that considers representation as a singular phenomenon, Alpers ([1983] 1989: 70) emphasizes two modes and indicates how Las Meninas ‘confounds a single reading because it depends on and holds in suspension two contradictory (but to Velàzquez’s sense of things, inseparable) ways of understanding the relationship of a picture, and of the viewer, to the world’. The ambiguity for beholders the picture generates is linked to the way the artwork registers a temporal presence in two different traditions of artistic representation.

3. The artists of this period, in particular Manet, can be understood to both represent this conquest of spectacle and modernity in some artworks (L’Exposition Universelle de 1867), while in others to show the resilience of older social conventions in the transformed urban context (La Musique aux Tuileries) – see Clark 1985: 64–66.

4. Fried reproduces the texts of critics from the time of the exhibition at the Salons. The following is a text of one of these critics:

A father is reading the Bible to his children. Moved by what he has just read, he is himself imbued with the moral he is imparting to them; his eyes are almost moist with tears. His wife, a rather beautiful woman whose beauty is not ideal but of a kind that can be encountered in people of her condition, is listening to him with that air of tranquillity enjoyed by an honest woman surrounded by a large family that constitutes her sole occupation, her pleasures, and her glory. Next to her, her daughter is astounded and grieved by what she hears. The older brother’s facial expression is as singular as it is true. The little boy, who is making an effort to grab things that he cannot understand, is perfectly true to life. Do you not see how he does not distract anyone, everyone being too seriously occupied? What nobility and what feeling in this grandmother who, without turning her attention from what she hears, mechanically restrains the little rogue who is making the dog growl! Can you not hear how he is teasing it by making horns at it? What a painter! What a composer! (Fried 1980: 9–10)

5. ‘This character is rendered with much truth. A man wearing a robe and fur-lined cap is seen leaning on a table and reading very attentively a large volume bound in parchment. The painter has given him an air of intelligence, reverie, and obliviousness that is infinitely pleasing. This is a truly philosophical reader who is not content merely to read, but who mediates and ponders, and who appears so deeply absorbed in his mediation that it seems one would have a hard time distracting him’ (Fried 1980: 10).

6. The shift away from the everyday also foreshadowed the re-emergence of absorption several decades later in the paintings of Courbet (1819–1877), who is associated with the advent of ‘realism’ in painting, and in what is now called ‘modern’ art. This shift in painterly representation saw Courbet attempt to ‘ “transport” himself bodily into his paintings, and thus in imagination to obliterate the painter-spectator who stands separate from the canvas as notional viewer of the scene it represents’ (Harrison 1994: 226). Again, it is recognizable because of how this renders apparent a new representational and temporal performance (cf. Nochlin [1971] 1990: 31).

7. The material that follows reworks and elaborates upon Hirsch 2001.

8. The kina is the national currency of Papua New Guinea. As of October 2010, 1 kina = £0.24
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CHAPTER 9



EPILOGUE

Nicholas Thomas

No one could go from the stimulating arguments of this book with a sense that anything in or around the anthropology of art is settled. The field is certainly fertile, but also confused by disagreement that starts from the most basic questions of definition. Is ‘art’ a class of things or a cultural domain available for study, or is it merely a problematic rubric that offers a route into the investigation of something different? Can or should the anthropology of art be different to the study of material culture? Is the anthropology that might be brought to bear upon this – whatever this is – a classically conceived science of social relationships in small-scale societies, or a project of another kind?

In one sense issues of this sort are not new. Despite an extensive literature from A.C. Haddon (1895) and Franz Boas (1927) onward, there has never been a well-established ‘anthropology of art’ at a higher level of generality and comparative range than the excellent ethnographies of art produced for various African, Oceanic and Aboriginal cases. While, in the 1960s, anthropologists such as Raymond Firth transposed kinship studies almost effortlessly from tribal ethnography to East London, ‘art studies’ never had a repertoire of concepts and methods that could be disembedded from the tribal ethnographic context and applied elsewhere. What however did become, over the 1970s, ’80s and ’90s, increasingly sophisticated, were ethnographies of art’s expressiveness, of aesthetic meanings and workings in particular cultures.

Yet – as anyone who has read Alfred Gell’s Art and Agency in part or whole, or the substance of this book, will be well aware – it was precisely this body of work that Gell confronted, with a sustained assault on the founding premises that art was (in whatever particular sense) language-like, that aesthetics could be central to its analysis. The alternative model – in which (crudely) objects mediate agency, entrapping recipients in the intentionalities of producers – is well summarized and elaborated upon earlier in this book. Surely the state of play would be straightforward enough, if the ‘art nexus’ were therefore simply a rival theory which might be accepted or rejected?

There are all sorts of reasons why this is not the case, and some are effectively stated by Liana Chua and Mark Elliott in their introduction. First there is the point that Art and Agency is a genuinely difficult book. The polemic of the opening chapters is radical but coherent and relatively straightforward. The arguments about style and temporality that it leads into are demanding in themselves and bear an unclear relationship to the opening sections. There is on my own reading no major inconsistency or contradiction, but the latter chapters move in different directions and are almost more like abstracts for studies in another genre. If ‘art as agency’ looks like a theory that can be weighed against others, the range of arguments around the ‘art nexus’ do not.

Chua and Elliott are right, too, to draw attention to the ‘old-fashioned’ character of Gell’s anthropology. Indeed one of the consistently striking features of Gell’s thought and creativity was his tacking back and forth between a remarkable range of stimuli – in language, psychology and philosophy among other fields – and what often looked like more classical anthropological concerns and comparative projects. His work was thus marked by a bewildering combination of highly innovative argument, and what could be seen as conservatism – manifest in Art and Agency, particularly, by an insistence upon a specifically anthropological domain and mode of analysis that excluded the historical and the postcolonial. Georgina Born is right to argue that this effort to segregate social anthropological analysis, with its ‘biographic’ scope, from historical time is ultimately unproductive – even if one can see why Gell was concerned to set aside the debates about the cross-cultural formation of indigenous art traditions, in order to press forward with his own, more general and theoretical critique.

I take it that this book is motivated in part by a sense that, more than ten years on, Art and Agency has been ‘packaged’ in a way that diminishes the rich provocations of the project, but makes a model available for citation and ‘application’ to particular case studies. Despite the scientistic strand in Gell’s own text, this understanding would be mechanical; it would fail to capitalize on what are in fact the diverse richnesses of the book, that are effectively brought forward by various contributions here. In particular, the suggestive arguments about temporality, protention and retention that were brilliantly exemplified in Gell’s readings of Duchamp and of Maori houses go beyond what could easily become reductive accounts of technologies of enchantment.

A general point might be drawn from Chris Gosden’s argument that Gell’s theory applies best to the earlier phases of the Celtic art corpus – what he sees as quality- rather than quantity-oriented periods. This is that ‘art’ is simply too capacious a category to be theorized effectively or plausibly. An argument about art’s character, about what art does, may be powerful and absolutely apt for certain genres, but tendentious, even banal for other forms, for other contexts. There is a sense in which the debate between Gell and critics such as Howard Morphy (2009) and Ross Bowden (2004) was always at cross-purposes. The examples central to Gell’s critique – Trobriand canoe splashboards, Asmat shields, Maori kowhaiwhai painting – were all works of a particular kind, marked by considerable optical complexity, and intended to be displayed in contexts of competitive performance, indeed in some cases of confrontation between rival groups. Their motifs possessed names and associations, it could be argued, but they were clearly not narrative artworks, or artworks illustrating myth, of the kind that Morphy understandably sought to base quite different arguments upon. Conversely, meaning-oriented analysis would always impoverish works such as Papuan shields or Maori canoes, if the practical deployment of such forms did not enter into analysis. If theorizing is inevitably parochial – in that ostensibly general models emerge from specific sites, traditions and engagements – there is a way of thinking differently and turning a local or regional base to advantage.

This raises a wider issue. In an epoch marked by the greater governance of research – through national oversight of methods training, for example – the propensity to reify theory is exacerbated. A more organic understanding of description, interpretation and theorizing as interwoven dimensions of an effort to understand cultural forms in the world may be hard to sustain. Gell’s work embraces both a classical, social-scientific abstraction of theory and an argument provoked by engagement with the work, most extensively with Duchamp’s oeuvre. Duchamp, like any more stimulating anthropological interlocutor, is not an ‘informant’, his works are not objects of analysis; he is rather a co-interpreter. If the anthropology of art can be conceived in these terms – as a work of co-interpretation stimulated by artists, art forms and the things people do with them – it may sustain the momentum of risk and experimentation that was so conspicuous in Alfred Gell’s writing on art.

Despite the range of anthropological, archaeological and art historical responses to Gell’s project, the question of the implications of Art and Agency for museums and their futures has not been much considered. Some exhibitions, such as the 2009 exhibition ‘Dazzling the Enemy’ at the British Museum, which showcased New Guinea shields, have been cognizant of arguments for specific technologies of enchantment. Gell’s core thesis has in other words entered into museum captions, into the ways in which particular artefacts have been contextualized. But this is not the same as any larger consideration of the potentially more explosive implications of the theory for museum practice. Of course, the suggestion that exhibitions mediate curatorial – and in a larger sense, institutional and ideological – intentions would not be new. Indeed well-known critiques of museums, inspired by Foucault’s arguments concerning discipline and governmentality in effect argued that the spectacular character of displays entrapped audiences, inculcating in them broadly evolutionary and more specifically nationalistic ideologies (Bennett 1995). Or, more positively, that displays of great Australian Aboriginal paintings, among other historic and contemporary native art traditions, succeeded in mediating a wider affirmation of the peoples represented (Thomas 1999).

Gell’s arguments would bring a distinct language to these debates but not fundamentally change our understanding of their politics. For those who work as curators in museums, and from my own perspective as the director of an anthropological museum, the challenge is completely different. It is to find ways of responding to the sense in which objects do exercise agency, not only in displays but in stores and workrooms where they mediate past and present intentions, where they provoke revelations, where they precipitate ambience. As practical, material and sensory but non-discursive processes, these are hard to describe or define, but they are vital and fertile dimensions of museum life that have never been quite specified or addressed in either the critical or technical museum studies literature (cf. Thomas 2010; Elliott and Thomas 2011).

The challenge for curators may be now to find ways of staging the potentiality of artefacts that do not collapse into the too-literal mode of contextualization that dominated much museum practice in the 1970s and 1980s. The art/artefact debate has long been circular and unhelpful, construing context and aesthetics as competing and mutually exclusive alternatives, leaving ‘context’ unexamined, and doing more to sustain than undermine anthropology’s long-standing propensity to treat the object as an illustration of other things, such as meanings and social relations. Gell’s arguments were certainly provocative, perhaps overstated in a variety of ways. Yet they had the virtue of insisting upon the animation and activity of material things. Despite the profound sense in which museums exist in order to keep, care for, and ‘do things with things’, these facts – of objects’ animation and activity – have for too long remained elusive for museum theory and practice. There is now, perhaps, an opportunity, not merely to tell audiences the sort of story that Gell told in Art and Agency – that objects may act. Nor is it even to create yet more inventive displays that enable them to act, but to make the facts of their acting, the diversity of their characters, and the magic of their theatre visible – and questionable.
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Figure 10.37. Plan of tomb 1 at Changraiguan, Xinyang, Henan. From Xinyang Chu mu (Beijing: Wenwu, 1986), fig. 15.
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