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PREFACE

The content and form of the work completed for this degree is intended as a narrative.

This narrative is constructed to tell stories of my family, and of myself, in a way that openly
stresses the playful, mythical, and fictional nature of such narratives in the family and in
history. These narratives are not always easily recognisable, believable, or unified, and are read
through an arrangement of details.

Initially, I intended my tableaux to function as ‘emblematic’ portraits. In other words,

I intended to describe the members of my family by distilling their essential characteristics
into a descriptive arrangement of symbolic objects. Although I became aware of the limitations
of symbolism, and became more interested in narrative and display, the content of my work
has remained personal and descriptive, even though I have emphasised the fictional over

the elegiac.

My family is not really one of collectors — my grandmother tore up and burnt many of our
family photographs when my grandfather died, before she went into an old-age home. She
wanted to ‘travel light’. What we have left are the stories, the anecdotes and the proverbs: an
oral history, or a “postmemory’. These inherited tales are told through the snapshots that did
survive, as they are in all families who take pictures. I have retold and reconstructed my own
narratives, because this is the nature of the family romance for everyone — it resides in a world
of images, incidental details, and surfaces.



INTRODUCTION

Simulacrum: Something having merely the form or
appearance of a certain thing, without possessing its
substance or proper qualities.

A mere image, a specious imitation or likeness of
something.
(www.oed.com)

The concept of the simulacrum is central to the
history of art — particularly art in the European
mould, where imitation of the real has occupied an
often contentious place in relation to the ‘real’ itself.
In the postmodern world, where virtual reality is an
accepted concept, it seems that the clearly unreal now
occupies a central position in the world of the visual
~ and beyond. Each of my works is a work of art and
artifice, built to exist only on display in the specially
formulated world of the art gallery. It is composed of
a collage of fabricated. simulated, bought and painted
objects, arranged against a descriptive backdrop, lit,
photographed and finally digitally printed on canvas
as an image: a simulacrum.

The works are displayed in a gallery, and
presented as pictorial narratives. The content of the
artwork 1s a description of family and biography.
achieved through an arrangement of images, props
and objects. By reading at the surface of the image,
narrative is contained in these descriptive details. But
this narrative is open to interpretation, and the clearly
artificial, sometimes confusing appearance of the
printed image will undermine too easy and familiar a
reading or recognition of the tableau, and its
apparently recognisable subject matter.

The first section of this dissertation outlines the
theoretical underpinnings of my work. A discussion
of the concept of the simulacrum, particularly as
theorised by Jean Baudrillard, is the focus of the first
chapter. The second chapter broadly outlines some of
the issues pertaining to the interpretation and
iconography of objects — especially when used in
representations of material culture. I have included
brief outlines of various interpretive positions held by
theorists such as Roland Barthes and Michel
Foucault. This discussion includes references to
concepts of aura, symbolism and iconography in both
images and displays.

The third chapter defines what I mean by narrative
in the traditional sense, as well as contemporary
narrative approaches favoured by theorists such as

Mieke Bal, Norman Bryson and Svetlana Alpers. In
addition, this chapter mentions some of the
differences between iconology and iconography, as
defined by Erwin Panofsky. The notion of readerly
images, as well those of description, theatricality and
detail are explored. This approach to the construction
of narrative through detail and artifice is fundamental
to an understanding of my work. The final part of this
section focuses on the construction of myth in the
‘picturing’ of the family, particularly evident in the
photographic mode of representation.

The second part of the dissertation concerns the
forms and techniques of simulation and display,
particularly of the modern age — the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. The first chapter in this section
centres on the conventions and functions of the object
in the Italian narrative and Dutch descriptive painting
traditions. Art historians Svetlana Alpers and Norman
Bryson have devoted a considerable body of research
to the investigation of these two models of post-
Renaissance painting, and I have briefly outlined
some of their perspectives. Many of these
conventions appear in my images, although in
altered form.

The second chapter in this section describes some
of the conventions, such as the painted backdrop.
peculiar to the nineteenth-century studio photographic
portrait tradition. These conventions are apparent in
contemporary photographic portraits in countries like
Ghana, and have also been reinterpreted in my
images. The third chapter focuses on the history of
the diorama, tracing its links to early photography as
well as painting, through the innovations of the
theatrical designer Louis Daguerre. The diorama
evolved into museum and commercial display forms,
such as the habitat display and the twentieth-century
shop window. Dioramic forms of display are usually
characterised by their convincing yet artificial
appearance. As such they are simulacra that have no
basis in the ‘real’, and employ a vocabulary of fakery
or illusion.

The final chapter in this section describes the
forms and conventions of theatre in the Western and
Japanese traditions, the filmic mise en scene, and the
virtual space of computer reality. The language of
staging is central to my work, particularly forms of
theatre that are openly stylised and artificial, and the
theatrical and constructed nature of my sets belongs
within this tradition.

The third section describes contemporary
influences on the methodology and content of my



practical work. This methodology includes notions of
the staged photograph, the constructed installation,
and the collaged artwork, and locates the two former
— distinctly post-modemn — phenomena in the tradition
of pictorial narrative, and the construction of alternate
forms of reality. I cite a range of artists, from Claes
Oldenburg to Christian Boltanski, who all feature
some form of self-awareness, staging, or construction
in their work. In addition, their work conforms in
some respects to my definition of the image or
artwork as simulacrum.

The fourth section of the dissertation details the
technical, stylistic, and pictorial strategies that [ have
employed in the body of practical work. It also
discusses the art historical, filmic, theatrical, and
photographic foundations underlying the form and
content of each work; and the meaning of the above
references and forms in relation to the narrative
constructed in the works. This description of the
work will take into account the earlier discussion

concerning the limitations of deep interpretation, as
well as the possibilities for engagement at the surface
of the image, in appearance and detail.

The final section documents the body of practical
work, presented as large digitally printed images
on canvas.

This dissertation is an attempt to locate my
practical work within a tradition of artifice, and of the
simulacrum in art and display. Apart from making
reference to the vocabulary of these languages or
models of display by borrowing elements like
backdrops and props, my work also depends on a
conceptual link with these forms of display. A public
display of narrative, no matter how clearly artificial,
implies legitimacy and authority. In other words,
displays represent ideology and the romances of
culture and nature, as well as public and personal
history. Thus a narrative display seems a perfect
vehicle for constructing, and hence undermining, a
similar romantic fiction of the familial.



SECTION 1: SIMULACRA - IMAGES,
OBJECTS AND
NARRATIVES

1.1 SIMULACRA

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (1993), a
simulacrum is a ‘material image... a thing having the
appearance but not the substance... a deceptive
imitation... a pretence’. In other definitions, words
like ‘copy’, or ‘likeness’ are used to describe the
simulacrum; always, it is held in comparison with a
model of the ‘real’.

‘Real’ is defined in the same dictionary as that
which ‘is actually and truly such... genuine; natural,
not artificial or depicted... actually existing... having
a foundation in fact... sincere, straightforward,
honest... free from pretence’. In addition, under
‘realism’, words like ‘fidelity’ and ‘truth’ appear,
implying a value judgement that favours authenticity
and the real over the artificial, no matter how artful.
The dictionary goes even further to say that ‘reality’
is what underlies ‘appearances’. This seems to
suggest that reality actually exists, perhaps as an
essential quality in all things.

Reality and the simulacrum, particularly in art,
have existed together in an often uncomfortable
alliance throughout history, with the question of
which is the dominant partner surfacing frequently.
Recently, notions of reality have been questioned and
subverted, not only in theoretical terms, but also
through the appearance of new technology —
particularly in the fields of virtual reality, computer
graphics and cyberspace.

Jean Baudrillard has devoted much discussion to
the concept of the simulacrum. In Simulacra and
Simulation, he asserts that we live in a modern world
of the ‘hyperreal’ (1994: 1), where everything is a
simulacrum — a copy without an original. This
interpretation of the term is significant in relation to
my work, where the digitally reproduced image is
constructed as — and from — an arrangement of
simulacra: images without a model or a ‘truth’ (and
thus a ‘real’). In other words, in my work, the image
is a simulacrum: a self-consciously artful and
artificial creation — not a simulation.

Baudrillard refers to a line from a science fiction
novel by Philip K. Dick, Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep?, where humanoid ‘replicants’ are
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constructed to be ‘more real than real’, and thus
surpass their human models. Baudrillard writes:
‘More real than real, that is how the real i1s
abolished’(ibid: 81). In his book, Baudrillard
describes a world of reproduction — an ‘electronic
media culture’, where there is nothing left but endless
repetitions of recycled signs. In this particular world
there is no perceivable difference between the fake
and the real, the factual and the imaginary. Not only
does the existence of simulacra provoke questioning
about the real, but it threatens the very existence of
the real (ibid: 3).

Simulacra thus signal the ‘death’ of reference, and
of the real model. Baudrillard argues that in the age
of history, which coincided with the ‘age of the
novel’ (ibid: 47), artists were aware of the
simulacrum, and actively acknowledged its workings.
There was no obsession with the hyperreal as there is
today — especially evident in modern cinema, with its
computer-generated effects.! Early cinema openly
employed the vocabulary of the dramatic. There was,
as Baudrillard puts it, a ‘healthy relationship with the
imaginary’ (ibid).

Cinema remains the perfect simulacrum: it is
projected as an image — albeit a moving one; it uses
actors playing parts; and it involves scenery, scene-
changes, props and costumes. Its vocabulary ts one of
‘remakes’, ‘reshoots’, and ‘reworkings’: endless
repetitions and illusions (ibid). It is all appearance
and no reality. Baudrillard suggests that the essence
of the modern simulacrum is that it is a
‘hyperresemblance’, and thus resembles nothing. It is
a simulation and hence an ‘empty form of
representation’ (ibid: 44).

Baudrillard goes even further and says that there is
a total ‘neutralization of content’ in the modern
simulacrum. A sheer mass of information has led to a
loss of meaning (ibid: 79), and the form, or ‘staging’
that the medium takes, as well as all its glorious
technicality, take the place of the meaning it might
have had. This lost meaning has been replaced by
nostalgia for an authentic past: ‘signs of reality’, and
‘myths of origin’(ibid: 6) — not to mention reality TV.
Typically, the simulacrum used in this way presents a
real that is more authentic and positive than the
original (ibid: 11).

Baudrillard seems to be mourning the loss of a
world in touch with its mythology and its fictions.
He describes the modern culture as one that chooses
‘... to bury itself in order to definitively escape its

1. Films like Star Wars: Attack of the Clones are so seamlessly ‘computer generated’, they appear completely fake. (See

Caravaggio.)



own shadow, to bury its seductions and its artifices as
if it were already consecrating them to another
world’(ibid: 94). In this respect I agree with
Baudrillard; my work acknowledges its artifice, and
might be called nostalgic in this respect.

On the subject of painting as a form of
simulacrum, Baudrillard mentions the iconoclasts. He
says that ‘... their existential despair came from the
idea that the image didn’t conceal anything at all. ..
these images were in essence not images, such as an
original model would have made them, but perfect
simulacra, forever radiant with their own fascination’
(ibid: 5). In other words, the simulacrum stands on its
own, and has its own value or right to be worshipped.

Representation in painting stems from an
‘equivalence of the sign and the real (even if this
equivalence is Utopian...’ (ibid: 6). European,
especially Italian Renaissance, painting used an
‘order’ of simulacra that were ‘... natural, naturalist,
founded on the image, on imitation and counterfeit,
that [were] harmonious, optimistic, and that aim[ed]
for the restitution or the ideal institution of nature in
God’s image...” (ibid: 121). There are rules in this
type of representation: even a highly illusionistic
form such as trompe-1"oeil follows laws of
appearances, and alludes to ‘presence’(ibid: 106) —
presence being the real. The hyperreal in forms such
as these seem more ‘real’ than the real ever was, and
thus destroy the ‘order of truth’(ibid: 108). In other
words, signs of the real have been substituted for
the real.

Although Baudrillard’s usage of terms like ‘real’
and ‘truth’ are debatable, he makes many interesting
points about the accepted existence of the imaginary
in previous times. This open acceptance of, and
empbhasis on, artifice in a world dominated by the
hyperreal is central to my work.

The concept of the simulacrum is also alluded to
by Michel Foucault in This is not a Pipe. In this
paper he asserts that language creates a simulacrum
by mimicking through description. The notion of
‘similitude’ is an important principle running through
much Renaissance to Enlightenment thought
(Harkness 1983: 7). This principle links words with
things, and this link is almost religious. Through
resemblance, things were modelled on a ‘sovereign
presence’; this resemblance always dictated the
dependence of the simulacrum on the model, and
necessitated systems like perspective and modelling
to properly ‘flatter’ and ‘identify’ with the
‘inspirational’ original (ibid: 8).

According to Foucault, ‘convincing resemblance’
thus carries a ‘burden of affirmation’(1983: 43).
Resemblance always has an original model that it is
supposedly ‘inferior’ to, whereas the similar
‘propagate themselves from small differences among
small differences’, and develop in a series, without
beginning or end (ibid: 44). ‘Resemblance serves
representation, which rules over it; similitude serves
repetition, which ranges across it’ (ibid).

This statement echoes Baudrillard’s concerning
the repetition and reproducibility of the simulacrum
in the postmodern age. Foucault goes on to say that
resemblance always returns to the model it must
‘reveal’, whereas similitude ‘circulates the
simulacrum as an indefinite and reversible relation of
the similar to the similar’ (ibid). Hence, there is no
real, no model, and no affirmation of the real in the
simulacrum.

The term ‘simulacrum’ is also used to describe an
object that is manufactured to stand for a missing
component of a museum display — usually an item of
material culture that cannot be located in actuality. In
a manner reminiscent of the TV series Star Trek
(where the particulars of an object are keyed into a
‘replicator’ — a computer that creates a ‘real’, three-
dimensional object out of a set of descriptive
parameters), the museum professionals ‘craft’
together the elusive artefact to complete the display
or the collection, out of a described and documented
set of particulars (Rose 2001: 176). In this context,
the simulacrum maintains the convincing
‘truthfulness’ of the museum display, and thus its
authority and accuracy. However the simulacrum in
this context is clearly part of an obvious illusion, so
its apparent reality is also denied (ibid: 177). This is a
paradox of museum display.

In a different light, simulacra or ‘eidola’ are
described in atomistic theory as being ‘material
emanations from objects, subtle but nevertheless
substantial images propagated by objects and
forcibly impressing themselves on our senses’
(Mitchell 1986: 11). Walter Benjamin seems to echo
this notion of emanation, particularly by the ritual
and art object, which possess ‘aura’ and ‘mystique’.
But Benjamin names reproductivity (an intrinsic part
of simulation, and the simulacrum) as the factor that
dilutes the aura of the ‘original’ object; the ‘singular
quality of the here and now’ (cited in Baudrillard
1994: 99). This perception of aura, or even
uniqueness, is debatable, especially when one takes
into account our ‘roots of reference’ — the forces that



give rise to our perceptions and sense of the aesthetic
(Mitchell 1986: 153).

Susan Sontag cites the photograph — often
perceived as a trace of the real — as the embodiment
of ‘pseudo-presence’ (1973: 16). The photograph
provides an imaginary past for insecure modern
communities, who need the information contained in
them to sustain the fictions of their origins. By taking
photographs, one is involved in the ‘antiquing’ of
reality, and the recycling of substitutes for firsthand
experience (ibid: 153).

Clichés, recycled, become metaclichés. ..
photographic recycling makes cliché out of
unique objects, distinctive and vivid artefacts
out of cliches. Images of real things are
interlayered with images of images.

(ibid: 175)

Sontag goes on to say that painting, although also
a simulacrum, is not as powerful as the photographic
image in constructing reality: it always appears an
interpretation, whereas the photograph appears to
contain an ‘emanation’ of the real (ibid: 154). It is
this interpretive appearance of the painting that
makes it effective as a simulacrum from my point of
view, and the fact that its very construction
undermines the appearance of reality.

Art is constantly engaged in the process of
simulation, as well as the making of simulacra. The
deliberation and manufacture evident in the work of
art, whether an imitation of the ‘natural’ or not,
testifies to its existence as an image and thus a
simulacrum, which in relation to my work is well-
described by the following:

There is no more hope for meaning. And
without a doubt this is a good thing: meaning
is mortal. But that on which it has imposed
its ephemeral reign, what it hoped to
liquidate that is, appearances, they, are
immortal, invulnerable to the nihilism of
meaning or of non-meaning itself. This is
where seduction begins. (Baudrillard

1994: 164)

1.2 INTERPRETATION, AND THE
ICONOGRAPHY OF OBJECTS

Interpret: ... to explain the meaning of... understand...
represent...
(Oxford English Dictionary: 1993)

Artefact: The work of art... the creative plan... the
imposition of that plan on certain matter, through skill or
craft... the transformation of pre-existing material...

(Levy 1961: 16)

Interpretation and making meaning are often assumed
to be fundamental to the reading of both art and
display. Interpretation implies that there is depth to
the work, and that meaning is contained in the
arrangement of elements like composition, subject
matter, painterly effects, and so on. In museum
displays, artefacts are arranged to ‘tell stories’ of
history, origins, and science, and are thus cloaked in
an aura of authenticity, truth, and fact. They are thus
a simulacrum of the ‘real’; artificial but convincing at
the same time.

Greenblatt has coined an effective term,
‘resonance and wonder’, to pinpoint this ‘museum
effect’, particular to the museum display and
institution:

Museums function ... as monuments to the
fragility of cultures. to the fall of sustaining
institutions and noble houses, the collapse of
rituals, the evacuation of myths, the
destructive effects of warfare, neglect. and
corrosive doubt. (1991: 44)

This effect mirrors what Stewart calls ‘longing’
(1993), and is largely based on an attitude towards
the past, and a generalised nostalgia for the ‘real’.
Objects in this system become what Stewart calls
‘objects of desire’(1994). They have no ‘intrinsic’
quality, but instead acquire meaning when utilised in
a system that orders and organises their readability —
according to a prewritten metalanguage (ibid: 255).

Resonance and wonder are central to the mystique
and, most importantly, the perception of objects or
artefacts in the museum display, in terms of their
housing within the limitations and context of the
display. In a manner similar to the display of objects
in a shop environment, wonder is ‘bound up with
acquisition and possession’ of the object (Greenblatt
1991: 49). In the museum display, the object is out of
reach and behind glass, which increases its
desirability, and removed from its display, the object
will lose its meaning (ibid: 55).

The resonance of the object is found in a different
perception, that of the ‘culturally and historically
contingent construction of art objects’, where the
viewer is aware of the entire process of representation
and creation in the display (ibid: 45). Hence, the
making of the authentic is acknowledged along with



the authentic end product. This is the paradox
contained in the museum simulacrum, and with
respect to this clear artifice, the museum display has
much in common with much of art-making in all of
its forms.

Museums rely on the ‘interpretability’ of their
displays of artefacts to sustain and validate their
existence as institutions. Their displays function as
what Foucault terms ‘utopias’, which offer
‘consolation’ to the viewer: visions of a ‘fantastic,
untroubled region’(1983: 4). They use objects to
create narratives (or metanarratives), and meaning, by
placing them in authenticating display environments.
In these environments, objects appear to narrate an
‘essential truth’, and it is herein that their wonder lies
(Marcus 2000: 230). In the West, ‘visualism’ — also
called ‘ocularcentricism’ (Jenks cited in Hallam 2000:
261) —is promoted as the dominant form of
knowledge. It is assumed that seeing is believing or
knowing; that sight is the primary sense, and that all
sight-related activities, like observation, contribute to
objective knowledge through ‘disengaged vision’
(ibid: 262).

According to Shelton, objects in displays of
material culture have an:

... iconic and a material symbolic value
which are redolent with past meanings and
associations that are never totally disclaimed.
This sedimentary symbolic valency always
guarantees an object’s potentiality, latent or
actual, to create unexpected or unintentional
associations either through engendering
relations between signifiers or between
signifiers and signifieds. (2000: 155)

Shelton goes on to say that objects also
‘encourage the contemplation of meaning’; that they
have a ‘sensory’ character that provokes
interpretation; and that they trigger associations, like
memory. However, he also states that objects are not
‘static embodiments of discrete meanings’, but
instead signs that ‘exert meaning’ as artefacts, and as
‘performative tools that are endlessly connotative’
(2000: 185).

Despite a critical and self-aware approach to
collecting, curating and displaying, museum
professionals seem to depend on this view of the
‘potentiality’, and hence the power, of the
object/artefact, as well as the viewer’s need to
interpret. Shelton sees this interpretive power as
working like narrative, with objects communicating
knowledge like language does (ibid: 185). This
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narrative creates meaning in the sequencing and
arranging of objects in the display. So while they
have no meaning of their own, they are given one
by the organisation of the overriding narrative of
the display.

In relation to my work, I find Shelton’s discussion
around association and narrative sequencing useful.
While one might debate the sensory potential of an
object, or the knowledge contained in it, I do feel that
meaning is directed and mediated in displayed
arrangements.

In all forms of exhibition, display spaces
‘physically relegate’ the viewer’s responses, and
promote a curatorial position (Harding 1997: 7).
Interpretation is furthermore made ‘easy’ through
various devices, such as the selection and display of
the ‘typical’ rather than the specific. The typical or
the generalised is recognisable, and appears true
because it is typical and recognisable. This notion of
recognisability is significant when representing
institutions like the family, which are traditionally
described in images and language riddled with cliché
and sentimentality. Theatricality comes into play,
along with the exaggeration and stylisation present in
the typical. Thus the most ‘faithful’ reconstruction is
still artificial (Underwood 1993: 379). And as with
much that is easily recognisable, convention and the
utopian ideal rear their heads. As such, the past is
represented and recreated as an appearance.

Any ‘thing’ can be turned into an artefact, when it
is given value by being placed in the context of
display (Pearce 1994: 10). Pearce describes the
potentiality of the artefact as the ‘power of the real
thing’. She describes the souvenir used as a historical
artefact as ‘nostalgic, backward-looking and
bittersweet’ (much like Stewart’s ‘longing’), with a
quality that ‘moves and excites us’ (ibid: 20). As a
personal memento, the artefact has no real interest to
anyone — it is too familiar; but in a display of history
or culture, it acquires a sort of value as a narrative
‘message-bearing entity’. It is at the same time an
‘intrinsic sign’ and a ‘metaphorical symbol’ (ibid:
21). As a sign the object stands for the ‘whole’, of
which it suggests a ‘part’. As a symbol, the object
suggests a range of arbitrary associations with
unrelated elements: metaphoric, ‘human associations’
(ibid: 26). According to Pearce, meaning is created at
the intersection between the viewer’s response to the
content of the display, and her or his own
experiences. Thus interpretation is ‘dynamic’, and
extends ‘far beyond the mere perception of what the






world and their history, and like the text, the human
‘self” is also a subject awaiting reading or
interpretation (ibid: 94).

Clifford Geertz focuses on literary theory as an
interpretive model for understanding culture. He
refers to ‘cultural texts’, which contain symbols and
metaphors of all cultural activities — ‘ritualized’ as
well as ‘mundane’ (cited in Kline Silverman 1990:
135). Geertz defines symbols as:

... any object, act, event, quality, or relation
which serves as a vehicle for a conception —
the conception is the symbol’s ‘meaning’...
tangible formulations of notions, abstractions
from experience fixed in perceptible forms,
concrete embodiments of ideas, attitudes,
judgements, longings, or beliefs... as public
as marriage, and as observable as agriculture.
(ibid: 125)

The problem with interpretation is that it assumes
and depends on there being reality and truth beneath
the surface of the object, image or ‘text’. To have
meaning, there must be more than mere appearance.
A simulacrum cannot thus possess deep meaning, as
its meaning, if any, is contained at the surface, and in
its appearance. Post-structuralists, like Barthes and
Foucault, query these assumptions of reality and
meaning, as well as the language used to make
meaning. Barthes challenges symbolism by stating
that the ‘text’ is paradoxical, and cannot be read
through hermeneutic investigation, but rather
according to ‘disconnections, overlappings,
variations’, with a plurality and ‘dissemination’ of
meaning (Barthes 1977: 158). The text consists of a
‘weave’ of signifiers, and there can be no easy, unified
reading of it, but instead one which is ‘woven with
citations, references, echoes, cultural languages’ which
contribute to its vast ‘intertextuality’ (ibid: 160).

Hermeneutical readings encourage an enigmatic
narrative, whereas a reading that takes into account
‘difference’, and which ‘dismantles’ the ‘smooth,
readerly’ and ‘natural’ surface of the text, will instead
acknowledge its fragmentation. By highlighting this
‘polyvalence’ of texts, as opposed to the unified,
linear narrative text with a single meaning, Barthes
offers us the following:

... a superimposed construction of skins (of
layers, of levels, of systems) whose volume
contains, finally, no heart, no core, no secret,
no irreducible principle, nothing but the very
infinity of its envelopes — which envelop
nothing other than the totality of its surfaces.
(cited in Olsen 1990: 187)

For Foucault, undemneath the surface, ‘everything
is already an interpretation’ (cited in Tilley 1990:
308). Truth and meaning are important, but
‘dispersed’ at the surface of things, not ‘hidden in
their interiority’ (ibid). When images or objects look
real, it is because they have been described that way
- this is another property of the simulacrum as
language. Foucault sees description as being more
significant an activity than interpretation (ibid: 296).
A concern for meaning means a concern with truth,
which would inhibit ‘possibilities for pure
description’(ibid: 300). Objects are thus formed
through language, and through the texts that describe
them. The object only exists through its description,
and its existence i1s mediated; thus ‘meaning’ is found
in the text, not in the material object (ibid: 332).

But there is, according to Foucault in This is Not a
Pipe, a gap between words and the things they
describe. Words have ‘conceptual’, ‘syntactical’ and
‘phonetic’ signification, but they do not relate to the
physical reality of the object they describe (1983: 5).
Throughout history, there has existed the idea that
words and things shared a bond, and that language
was a certain, transparent sign for things, ‘because it
resembled them’ (ibid: 6).

Magritte’s pipe denies the recognisability of the
too-easily recognised object, because ‘nowhere is
there a pipe’ — not in the text, nor in the image (ibid:
29). The simulacrum has been disengaged from the
object, and by placing linguistic signs, or letters, into
the image, Magritte has introduced a ‘disorder’ into
what would have traditionally been resemblance. He
has revealed it to be a mere surface, beneath which
there is nothing (ibid: 41). Magritte ‘collapses
discourse’ in his painting of the pipe, and calls the
identity of the image into question. As in my work,
the image is revealed to be a simulacrum and an
appearance: perhaps recognisable, but not real.

Much of Foucault’s notion of surface, and his
view of interpretation, echoes Baudrillard’s notion of
the simulacrum. According to Tilley:

... a belief in deep, essential, coherent, and
non-dispersed meaning might be described
as a Western cultural malaise... when looked
at (interpreted) in the right way meaning is
visible on the surface in small concrete
details. .. (1990: 308)

Japanese approaches to representation show a
concern with this notion of surface. Although one
might think that a concern with surface denotes
superficiality, generalisation, or ‘empiricism’ (the



reduction of the object to surface details), in fact
surfaces contain specific, descriptive detail and
‘density’ (ibid: 334). Even in contemporary Japan,
form is generally still more important than content.
The style, or the manner of production of the cultural
form contains the most eloquence in ‘a culture which
denies transcendence and celebrates the surface, the
signifiers.” In the Japanese practise of elaborate gift-
wrapping, it is not the contents of the parcel which
counts, but the form of the wrapping, and the ritual of
unwrapping (Olsen 1990: 175).

Japanese society seems comfortable with the
existence of the simulacrum in its own right. In Japan
this is called ‘mitate’, a principle of citation, where
an object or reference is taken to symbolise another
‘time, place, or meaning’ (Yamaguchi 1991: 57).
Objects are not just simple elements of the material
world; they also possess a mythical dimension. This
quality is understood by all participants in a cultural
activity through ‘shared cultural knowledge’ (ibid:
58). Thus ordinary objects are associated with
‘mythological or classical images familiar to all
literate people.” The image of the object is thus
‘extended’, and given ‘hidden and mysterious
dimensions’ by the manner of its display:

All exhibitions suffer from the condition of
being fake. However they acquire the status
of the authentic when they are placed into a
theatrical context... representation in
Japanese tradition shows this process of
theatricalization clearly... (ibid: 67)

Oscar Wilde said: ‘the whole of Japan is pure
invention. There is no such country, there are no such
people’ (cited in Karp and Krantz 2000: 194). When
one concentrates interpretation at the surface of
openly theatrical works — such as mine — one
becomes aware of the density of the objects and their
detail, which disrupt a unified, smooth, and easily
recognisable narrative. An image with a multiplicity
of ‘inventions’ thus allows for a reading of extended,
textual dimensions.

1.3 READING THE IMAGE - ICONOLOGY
AND NARRATIVE

Narrative is first and foremost a prodigious variety of
genres, themselves distributed amongst different
substances — as though any material were fit to
receive man’s stories. Able to be carried by
articulated language... fixed or moving
images...present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella,

epic, history, tragedy, drama, comedy, mime,
painting... cinema, comics... under this almost
infinite diversity of forms, narrative is present in
every age... it is simply there, like life itself.
(Barthes 1977: 79)

On a very simplistic level, describing one’s work
as narrative indicates that it will possess certain
characteristics: it will be largely fictive, tell a story,
operate temporally, and so on. Traditionally, narrative
was perceived as obeying certain prescribed
conventions, and it is only with recent approaches to
narratology that alternative approaches to interpreting
specifically narrative images have emerged. These
include the detailed, process-orientated, and
descriptive characteristics of painted images, which
were previously regarded by many art historians as
being fundamentally opposed to narrative.

Some contemporary narratology proposes that
images can be read as texts; not in a manner
subordinate to literature, but as its equal. In fact.
there is much about the image that suggests the
written, as there is much about the written that
operates visually. By concentrating on a reading of
the details present on the surface, and in the
composition of the image, the spectator/reader will be
able, as an empowered agent in the production of
meaning, to unfold a narrative. This narrative will not
be the same as a traditional narrative: it will be
flexible and intertextual, and contain multiple
opportunities for ‘events’ of meaning-making, or
interpretation.

Traditionally, looking particularly at what
historians like Svetlana Alpers term the Italian model
of painting, narrative appears fairly straightforward,
or natural. Firstly, paintings are still, which would
imply a lack of narrative. As such, certain techniques,
such as Vasarian perspective and the ‘pregnant
moment’ (Lessing cited in Aumont 1997: 174), have
been necessary to activate the dramatic potential of
the image, as well as create the appearance of motion
and time. A tendency to focus the viewer’s attention
on a highlighted event or form, and an underplaying
of ‘noisy’ and distracting detail and description, is
especially evident in most Italian Renaissance-
influenced painting. The details that are present are
there to convince the viewer of the realness of what is
depicted. This is called an effect of the real, or
‘verisimilitude’ (Genette cited in Bal 1991: 12).

The assumption in this model is that the viewer is
a passive recipient of a directed and unified image, as
if he or she were sitting in a darkened theatre. Hence,



this is also called the ‘theatrical’ mode, or even the
Baroque model, by art historians like Michael Fried
(cited in Bryson 2001: 7). Theatricality is
characterised by the outward thrust of the narrative to
the spectator — a direct address by the characters
playing out the image — whereas a more ‘absorptive’
model contains a set of actors that are unaware of the
spectator. This model has more voyeuristic
implications, as opposed to the former’s more
didactic or rhetorical ones. The theatrical painting
uses the ‘semantically coded’ (Lessing cited in
Aumont: 174) gestures and physical actions of its
characters to give an image to the ‘concept’ behind
the work (Bal 1991: 48).

These types of narrative paintings work as myths
do, because they operate as removed from time, and
appear universal and mythical (ibid: 97). But their
main success is dependent on the viewer being able
to recognise, as well as understand, the language and
forms employed in the image. This recognition
depends largely on iconography.

The theorist most responsible for developing a
highly clinical, and often criticised, analysis of
iconography, as well as iconology, was Erwin
Panofsky. He defined iconography as being the
pictorial representation of a subject through a range
of symbolic motifs. Iconology, on the other hand, is
the interpretation of the ‘entire symbolic horizon of
an image’; in other words, a discourse of images
(cited in Mitchell 1986: 2). The problem with
Panofsky’s approach was its logical and essentialist
bent, thus implying ‘logocentricism’. But this aside,
his notions of the interpretability of the image have
influenced generations of art historians. Apart from
describing various forms and levels of meaning —
primary, secondary, and intrinsic — Panofsky
emphasised that images are read or interpreted
according to conventional and textual knowledge, as
well as at the level of basic denotation and
description (Aumont 1997: 190). At the iconological
level, images are interpreted according to a synthesis
of all principles condensed into the final work,
including period, class, personality, religion, and so
on. As such, the intrinsic meaning of the work is
eventually disclosed at the end of such an
interpretation (Armstrong 1998: 455).

Of course images are not easy to ascribe intrinsic
meaning to. Part of their difficulty lies in the fact that
they are ideological, and apparently convincing.
Perspectival illusionism helped to deny the
artificiality of mimetic and apparently truthful forms
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of representation, which could easily claim to dictate
not only how things were to appear, but how they
really ‘were’ (Mitchell 1986: 37). In service of this
model, the imitation of the natural world, combined
with strict ideals of beauty and proportion, as well as
perspective, all contributed to the existence of the
painting as a sign:

... that presents a deceptive appearance of
naturalness and transparence concealing an
opaque, distorting, arbitrary mechanism of
representation, a process of ideological
mystification. (ibid: 8)

The narrative model of painting depends on the
concept of showing and telling (Bal 2001: 152),
which in turn depends on a suspension of disbelief
by the audience, through the convincing believability
of the mimetic image (Aumont 1997: 150). This
model is also linked with allegory, which is defined
as being:

... a combination of personifications and/or
symbols that. in more or less conventional
arrangements and on the basis of a
consistency between image and concept,
represents complex abstract notions.
(groveart.com.2002)

Allegory is thus a literary model, like narrative,
which employs ‘extended narrativity’ (Eco cited in
Payne 1992: 16). A symbol, on the other hand, is
usually an object that, through defined convention, is
recognised as indicating an idea (groveart.com.2002).
Both allegory and symbolism contribute to the
interpretation of images. In other terms, abstract
concepts are given concrete and recognisable form
through their naturalistic depiction. This is evident in
seventeenth-century Dutch still-life paintings, where
obsessive imitations of reality also served to signify
a more ‘instructional’ and moral level (ibid). Svetlana
Alpers disagreed with this notion of the narrative
iconographic reading of Dutch art. Her interest lay
more in its existence as a descriptive entity, in fact
opposed to the Italian narrative, allegorical model
of painting.

Bialostocki, in his review of Alpers’ The Art of
Describing, disagrees with her separation of these
two models and traditions (1985). He also takes
exception to her use of the word ‘describing’, which
he notes as having a ‘residuum’ of literature (ibid:
525), wherein narrative and descriptiveness stand in
opposition to one another. However, in a ‘painterly’
artwork — which I define as one wherein the process







































including the staged tableau in contemporary art
practice. My works, although not really imitative of
reality, employ many of the conventions that
characterise the diorama and shop-window display:
the enactment of the descriptive tableau in a similarly
demarcated space; the informative painted backdrop;
and the juxtaposition of the artificial and
manufactured alongside actual objects. In addition, by
displaying an arrangement of props and objects in
this form, I hope to give my work the same kind of
resonance and fantasy apparent in these other
traditions of display.

2.4 STAGING - THEATRE, FILM AND
VIRTUAL REALITY

Mise en scéne: Originally a theatre term meaning
‘staging’, it crossed over to signify the film production
practices involved in the framing of shots... first it
connotes setting, costume and lighting, second, movement
within the frame.

(Hayward 1996: 220)

In the history and traditions of the stage — both
Western and Eastern — as well as early film in the
twentieth century, the notion of the theatrical was
given much significance. Even when theatre was at
its most classical, it employed a vocabulary based on
a clear understanding between the audience and those
in the production: that the form of the theatrical event
existed on a level beyond and apart from reality.

As such, until dominant Western fashions changed
towards realism and naturalism in the nineteenth
century, theatre wore its artifice and its stylisation on
its sleeve. Like the simulacrum, its existence was not
one of subordination to the real, but of marvellous
invention.

The notion of staging, and the creation of the mise
en scéne, is central to the production of a theatrical
event — be it dramatic or painterly. In fact, history
shows that developments in Renaissance painting led
directly to rapid advances in theatre design, with
artists like Da Vinci and Michelangelo often
contributing to productions. Perspectival theory
certainly made its presence felt the most strongly
after the Quattrocento, particularly in the painted
backdrop. But even with perspective, the theatre at
this time was never completely illusionistic, opting
instead for the over-the-top and amazing.

The set as we know it was developed during
Classical times. The Greek ‘theatron’ or ‘seeing
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place’, with its changing room or ‘skene’, was first
recorded in about 534 BC. Productions were
ritualistic — honouring the god Dionysus — which
echoes much of the highly stylised Japanese theatrical
tradition. Because an identical, formalised backdrop
sufficed for all productions, the audience gained their
cues from spoken ‘scenery’ (Brockett 1988: 66).
Mechanical devices, like ‘machina’ — cranes for
lifting ‘gods’ — were visible to the audience at all
times. Other devices that helped along this
recognisability included standardised costume — large
attatched phalluses on costumes indicated fertility,
and so on (ibid: 82).

Roman theatre was based to a large extent on
Greek forms, but with more of an entertainment or
sporting focus. The Romans developed a somewhat
longer ‘stage’, with a facade or ‘scaenae fons’ with
doors and multiple stories (ibid: 85). Again,
characters were ‘types’, broadly and immediately
recognisable due to symbolic costume, masks, and
mimed actions.

Medieval theatre was mostly of a liturgical nature,
and travelling players transported morality plays from
town to town. Similarly, no real attempt at illusion or
realism was made, except for the scenes of hell —
which had to be particularly convincing for didactic
purposes (ibid: 98). In fact, heaven and hell were
shown on the stage at the same time, and the
progression of the actors from one area to the other
signified a perfectly accepted and understood
temporal and spatial passage between the two
heavenly spheres. Any earthly or real properties were
unnecessary in the staging, because all concerned
knew that ‘ultimate reality’ only existed in the eternal
—in heaven. As such, historicity, place and time were
largely ignored. Details did not have to convince,
because all that happened, on and off the stage, was
‘God’s will’ (ibid).

There were two parts to most of the more
permanent stages: the ‘mansion’, which was a small
structure representing basic scenic details; and the
‘platea’, which was an undemarcated stage space on
which the actors moved around (ibid: 100). The
overall set represented the universe, and had no
framing devices. The mansion and platea were
however valuable structures. They were adapted for
use in Renaissance theatre, and evolved into many of
the forms we know today.

Theatrical illusion, or ‘theatre a I’italienne’, came
about slowly over period of roughly three hundred
years, starting in about the sixteenth century. This



illusion was a product of advances in painting,
particularly perspective, as well as the ‘framing’
provided by the newly developed proscenium arch
and the curtain drop (Aumont 1997: 171). In addition,
machinery — adapted from the Greek style — was used
to change scenes as frequently as the production
demanded. The Italian theatrical tradition after about
1550 was formed primarily to ‘show off’:

The mechanics of the marvellous — elaborate
plots, fabulous costumes, exotic animals ...
automata that moved or played music,
claborate pageant wagons, stage sets that
changed their form in the middle of a
performance, and flying machines and traps
by which figures entered the stage from
heaven or the underworld — were more
important than any meaning conveyed. (Weil
1991: 160)

Such obvious fictions were accepted as reality,
because they were staged in this wondrous manner
(ibid: 162). The technical virtuosity and spectacle
displayed in these ropes, pulleys, flying chariots and
moving clouds constituted the main Italian legacy to
theatre, and were even employed in more serious
French productions, to suit different aims and
ideologies (ibid: 165).

The concept of ‘scenography’ evolved through an
overt link between the theatrical and the painterly. At
first it indicated the perspectival painting of stage
décor in the Italian style, and then evolved into the
design of the set in general, including objects placed
on the stage. Finally, it came to mean the
representation of place in general, across different
media (Aumont 1997: 173). Some historians take the
term to describe the manner of representation
employed in an Italian sixteenth-century painting.
Others see it as referring to the mise en scéne and its
spatial organisation, in painting and in theatre (ibid).

The most deliberate, ritualised, and considered
example of staging is easily found in the Japanese
theatrical tradition. As in the early Western tradition,
it is entirely dependent on the viewer’s understanding
of what occurs on the stage, as well as a total ease
and familiarity with the meaning behind a series of
‘gestures’ or forms completely committed to
principles of aesthetics and spirituality.

The Japanese aesthetic is evident not only in art
forms like Noh theatre, Bunraku and Kabuki, but also
in diverse everyday activities such as the tea
ceremony, gardening and cooking. Even in the highly
industrialised Japan of manga, salarymen and
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bosozoku motorcycle gangs; ceremony and
aestheticism affect every aspect of daily life. This is
because daily life is thought to contain ‘rewarding
aesthetic experiences’, evident when performed in a
‘ritualised event’ (Saito 1998: 545).

Noh theatre had its roots in Buddhism, and was an
early didactic form. The stories are unchanged and
well known, although this is hardly mass theatre.
Everything in the set is minimal: limited numbers of
actors who have grown up playing the same, often
inherited role; visible singers; sparse sets with
symbolic numbers of bamboo trees on the backdrop.
This set is virtually unchanged over the centuries: its
stylisation and form is its content. There is nothing
naturalistic about the words or actions of the players,
and appearance contains great depth, for all its
simplicity and lack of detail.

There is often not much real narrative — the point
of the staging is the creation of an attitude, not a
story. Actors speak of themselves in the third person,
and specific hand gestures tell most of what is
recognisable (ibid: 114). As in Medieval drama, time
and place are compressed and another reality is
portrayed. Bunraku, or puppet theatre, also obeys
strict conventions. The handlers, the puppets, and the
musicians who ‘narrate’ the story are at all times
visible to the audience, who accept the alternate
reality of the form (ibid: 119). As in Italian theatre,
the very complexity and form of the staging becomes
highly significant. Barthes describes Bunraku as a
‘concrete abstraction’ rather than mere simulation; an
art of ‘nuance... subtlety... of “the soul””’, and
without ‘falsehood’ (1977: 172).

The regulated and ritualised forms of Japanese
theatrical practice represent a concern with the depth
visible in appearance, and an appreciation for detail at
the surface — the poetry of the object is contained in
its form (Saito 1998: 548). Most significantly, this is a
‘contrived’ and ‘fabricated’ aesthetic (Norinaga cited
ibid: 549), designed to stimulate the imagination, and
to create a new order of ‘thusness’ or reality (ibid).

Unlike theatre, the modern motion picture, or film,
carries the burden of the hyperreal. Although watched
in a darkened space, from a point of view —
perspectivally speaking — much like that of the
theatre, the film narrates convincingly due to
montage and motion. Projected onto a flat, canvas-
like screen, the filmic image is the most convincing,
and thus dangerous, simulacrum. But before virtual
reality and computer-generated imaging, film had
claims to being more cinematic, or more artful.












the first place. Collage is a simulacrum, wherein
images of images are endlessly and obviously
recycled, and the very concept of the original is
denied altogether. The notion of collage is continued
in the filmic montage, as well as in digital ‘cutting
and pasting’, but these processes tend to conceal the
marks of their making. Collage can also describe the
three-dimensional assemblages of artists like Joseph
" Cornell, who arranges ‘found’ objects as a means of
constructing historical narratives. These sentimental
collections reveal narrative in their museum-like
display of romantic, lost, and ephemeral fragments —
often from old films (McShine 1999: 58-9).

These artists are significant because they use
images to create new ones: images of culture — usually
from art history or the media — create images of
history and identity. Their work shows a concern with
appearances and details, as well as a replacement of
the real. But I would like to focus more on artists who
use construction and artifice to create sets and
tableaux without living subjects — as I have done.

The notion of art that openly stresses the processes
of its making, as well as its artificial status, is
particularly common to the postmodern era, although
artifice has occurred throughout art history, as I have
shown in previous sections. It has been a postmodern
strategy — some would even call it a cliché — to exploit
or quote earlier styles and forms, often in very
deliberate and recognisable ways. In addition, it has
proved an effective critical tool to use clearly low-art,
art historical and media forms to comment on the
ideologies they contain.

The 1980s also saw a move into the world of
computer technology, and the ascendance of the
notion of virtual reality. Art has kept abreast of
technology, and has been involved in questioning and
constructing alternate forms of reality through the use
of these forms of contemporary media. For instance,
the work of Laurie Anderson demonstrates a balance
between the use of technology and the intimate. In her
musical performances, with their elaborate stage sets,
projections and voice synthesisers, as well as in her
most recent CD-rom ‘installations’, technology is used
to tell stories of her family, her dreams, and ordinary
people.

The staged installation or tableau is a low-tech
example of a ‘virtual’ reality. Although not presented
as an image, this type of work is framed by the
viewing parameters of its exhibition space. Early
examples of highly, and obviously, constructed
installations can be seen in Claes Oldenburg’s
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Bedroom Ensemble (1962) and Mouse Museum
(1977), Edward Kienholz’s The Beanery (1965), and
George Segal’s The Diner (1964-66). These
installations and assemblages are characterised by the
melding together of the ‘real’ object with the
constructed, in a manner often confusing to the
viewer. | find the Mouse Museum particularly
interesting because it uses the notion of the museum,
with its ‘idealizing format’(Rugoff 2000: 14) as well
as its theatricality, to display a range of low-culture,
altered, and unaltered or found objects in a display
format that directs a very unhierarchical viewing.
Without a domineering human presence, Oldenburg’s
objects preserve their individuality and their
importance (McShine 1999).

A more contemporary artist like Thomas
Hirschhorn creates public memorials. In works like
the Mondrian Altar of 1997, what is usually private is
put on display in a street: an emblematic portrait made
out of an arrangement, or ‘bricolage’, of ‘banal
mnemonic objects’ (Buchloh 2001: 47). Generally
speaking, altars are a form of public display undefined
by frame and exhibition ‘value’. They invite
interaction and are temporally limited (ibid: 49). Like
the altars used in ‘Santeria’ worship, Hirshhorn’s are
also intimate and devotional: the private is on show
and enshrined.

Pepon Osorio creates scenes out of combinations
of real and unreal, often kitsch, objects, or cultural
‘artefacts’ suggestive of the Puerto Rican community
in the United States. These scenes are seemingly
typical domestic environments, like 1993’s Scene of
the Crime (Whose Crime?). However, violence is
evident in the mannequin-victim and the police tape
surrounding the scene. Instead of using real actors,
Osorio only allows access to the ‘Latino body’
through the identifiable family bric-a-brac that
describes the home (Indych 2001: 79). Presented like
a habitat display, and lit like a film or stage set, the
artificial and theatrical nature of the scene is
emphasised, questioning both the representation and
perception of the Latino people (ibid).

African-American artist David Hammons also uses
cultural artefacts, mannequins, and actual objects in
his installations, like The Fan (1989). In this work, the
white ‘woman’ listens to Malcolm X on the television,
but does nothing (she is dissmbodied). A funeral
wreath testifies to the sadness and futility of the scene.
It is made more moving by the simple, yet detailed
domestic setting. The objects, in this careful arrange-
ment, narrate a complex story (Waldman 1992: 322).















4.1.3 PHOTOGRAPHING THE WORK

If the image is more self-consciously artificial than
the three-dimensional (a simulacrum is after all a
‘mere image’), it makes sense to present these
narratives as images, rather than actual dioramas,
sets, or installations. For me, as simplistic as it
sounds, narrative implies a screen, an image, or a
text. This is because narrative is clearly linked to
fiction, history, myth and fantasy, as well as reading,
and watching. The manipulated quality of all of these
processes comfortably suggests the mise en scene
behind the filmed or staged image.

As I have shown in a previous section, much late
twentieth-century art has been both staged and
fabricated. Although I do not wish to emphasise the
photographic nature of my work, especially from a
formal point of view, it does fit neatly into this later
contemporary tradition of ‘jacks-of-all-trades’ who
often record their staged work in the photographic
medium.

The photographic medium provides an effective
means of displaying the constructed tableau on a large
scale, and most significantly as an image — one that
has been filmed: another process of transformation and
illusion that changes the actual into the simulacrum.
By photographing or filming something, one is making
a directorial gesture: ordering reality, mediating the
experience of others, and most significantly, utilising
the vocabulary of an artificial language.

My work is also about detail. By using a medium-
format studio camera, I am able to capture a large
amount of surface information, tone, and texture —
especially evident because the image is printed on a
large scale (the average size is 1.6 x 1.3 meters). This
detail is important when it is arranged to transmit a
narrative, and echoes the museum or shop window
display, where ‘boutique lighting’ and the ordering of
objects and formal elements transmit a theme to the
viewer/consumer. However, typical of the narrative
tradition in painting, the image does have some sense
of a focal point, and a point at which it was shot, or
where the camera/photographer stood. This structure
emphasises the most significant compositional
elements, while at the same time attempting to focus
on as much detail as possible (for description). Also
towards this descriptive end, the more display-like
works are lit very brightly, so as to capture as much
detail as possible, whereas the more theatrical and
expressive works utilise a more ‘deep’ and
atmospherically lit space.
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Some forms of display do not stress a hierarchy of
narrative detail in their layout and focus, seeking
instead to make the viewer look at everything in the
display through an overload of descriptive details
(much like a still life). I am interested in an image
that is descriptive and readable at the same time. The
traditional narrative painting used lighting and depth
to simulate actual, natural space, whereas detail has
usually resided at the surface of an image. By
flattening the space in my work, transforming it from
a three-dimensional tableau into a two-dimensional
image, [ am emphasising its appearance and ‘surface’
descriptiveness — which contains its narrative,

After arranging, painting, and constructing each
tableau, I then photograph it in a variety of lighting
situations. The lights are arranged to create an effect
that best illuminates the objects in the tableau. The
camera is placed roughly at the same height, and
from the same perspective for each image; it takes the
place of an adult observer at eye level with a three-
dimensional display, or a large painting. In essence,
the camera mediates the viewing of the tableau,
thereby highlighting the nature of the control that
orders most viewing of displays, in many different
viewing contexts.

Although my work stylistically resembles shop,
stage, or museum display rather than cinematic
display, the fictionalising workings of the mise en
scene of the film can be found within. However, my
tableaux do not attempt to convince of their
authenticity, as films tend to do. That is why the still
image is for me the most effective form of capturing,
not the illusion of the real, but the evidence of the
obviously artful.

4.1.4 REPRODUCTION

After selecting the most effective version of the
arrangement of the set from a number of options, [
send the image off to be scanned, and then printed
digitally onto art-quality canvas. Digital manipulation
would be a natural extension of actual, physical
collaging, cutting, pasting and arranging; however,
digital imaging is often a process of seamless
manipulation, transforming images in an attempt to
compete with, or better, the real.

In contrast, I have accentuated the hand-made, and
the tactile quality of the objects in each tableau.
Although some basic Photoshop has been employed
in cleaning up, cropping, and improving the












often subjective, and constructed nature of material
culture, and of narrative itself. The reference to
grainy cinematic film also suggests an artificial
language of representation.

4.2.4 WORK 4

This image is a hybrid composition of various forms
of display, but most significantly the shop window
display. My grandmother and my great-aunt worked
in the dressmaking and department-store world. Shop
windows are different from ‘serious’ forms of display
because they stress their artfulness over their
illusionism. In fact, shop window artists tend to
emphasise the parameters and limitations of the space
— like set and stage designers do. The display activity
within this environment is thus site-specific, and
anything but natural. Such displays, particularly in
their heyday, were often amazing, but always artful.

The millinery and dressmaking history in my
family (among the women) has an important link
with the hand-made aspect of my work process. This
tableau refers to this tradition and its display in the
shallow window space, on the shop mannequin. The
mannequins are also surrogates for individuals in the
work, and are disguised by the paper human faces
they wear. But unlike the manner in which cultural
history displays humanise mannequins by using
hair and make-up, these surrogates are clearly
masked, and not part of any deception or simulation
of the real.

They are dressed in typical bathing costumes of
the 1950s, and are surrounded by playthings, film
annuals, and beach and picnic paraphernalia
suggestive of a day at the seaside or the park. These
two locations are referred to in the bright green
‘grass’, the deckchair, beach umbrella, picnic suitcase
(my grandfather never used a basket), and sea sand.
The location for this tableau was drawn from a series
of typical holiday snapshots of the St James and
Muizenburg beachfronts. This description of location
and era is an important element of narrative and
museum display, and forms the subject of the
backdrop: a view of the St James bathing boxes, and
a set of swings from an old Observatory play-park —
somewhat incongruously juxtaposed. This collaging
of information is an attempt to introduce different
levels of complexity into an easily recognisable
image through the apparently surreal.

More temporal information is provided in the
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form of cultural ‘matenals’, present as almost-hidden
clues within the structure of the tableau. Two
examples being: the image from Photoplay magazine
of Elizabeth Taylor in the late 1950s; and the overall
Technicolor appearance of the set — which is a
reference to the development in the 1950s of this kind
of film. This tableau functions as an anecdote,
signifying my adolescent mother and aunt at this time
in Cape Town’s history. But like the filmic narrative
quoted in this work, as well as the artful shop window,
the theatrical and arranged nature of the tableau is
heightened, thereby excluding any illusion of the real.
(Technicolor films did not date well, and their colours
are often lurid; but ironically, their initial claim was to
represent a more convincing reality.)

4.2.5 WORK 5

This tableau contains very specific references to an
early German Expressionist ‘art’ film — The Cabinet
of Dr Caligari (1919). It is often said to be more an
art film than many other silent, black and white films
of this period, because of the deliberately distorted
and typically Expressionistic set designs.

The film has something of an iconic quality now;
it influenced an entire look, especially in relation to
the horror and science fiction genre, not to mention a
multitude of ‘gothic’ films and music videos. (The
film Queen of the Damned (2002) featured a direct
recreation of a scene from The Cabinet of Dr
Caligari.)

This film is known for its obviously artificial
quality. There is no attempt at the creation of a
convincing illusion, which suits its content — the
dreamlike world of a fairground somnambulist, who
we discover is actually an inhabitant of an insane
asylum. The style of the film is drawn from an art
movement, as well as describing a mental world that
is a combination of dream and lunacy. In the film, the
pale somnambulist drags himself down cardboard
streets, past crooked lampposts and claw-like trees.
The cardboard buildings join at odd angles, and all
the windows are skew, and consist of painted black
frames. The nightmarish quality of the set describes
the emotional state of the protagonists.

I based my image on this film for various reasons.
Firstly, and most importantly, it ‘describes’ my sister:
she is represented by the surrogate mannequin, who
is dressed up to look like Cesare, the film’s
somnambulist. The mannequin’s face is masked, like







































































