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inside and outside.” In The Poetics of Space (1958), Bachelard talks about the
preeminent spaces of reverie as being punctuated interiors; spaces between
inside and outside: he includes the cave, the forest, and the ruin. His idea is that
these spaces are metaphors for the way that we experience the world through
our bodies as partial enclosures, and for the way that the aesthetic can preserve
our openness from the closed systems of communication. The liminal allows us

the experience of ambiguity, which holds us open to the world.

dh: And you create in-between space to allow that kind of ambiguity
to germinate and blossom. Would you consider your Tabula Rasa
pieces to be part of this creation? By cutting out, do you open up

the image?

js: Alot of the Tabula Rasa that you have seen are my most recent ones, but in
fact cutting into the film still preceded my addition of postcards onto these
images. It was actually the first thing I did with film stills. I think of it as a very
literal opening up of the image in that way. It became superseded for me for a
long time by the postcards, which I thought avoided any modernist claim for
surface. For a long time I didn’t follow up on these initial incisions, because
they seemed to direct attention in this way to surface. That liminal experience,

that experience of things in-between, was becoming mediated too literally

Tabula Rasal, 1978-79
Collage, 27x21.5

by the surface of the paper. I wanted to avoid that. I wanted to say there was
no space of appeal, no material touchstone of authenticity. But making the
Tabula Rasa cuts oblique and perspectivally compatible with the image that
it was housed in seemed to work. I found that it actually relieved it of that
sense of Modernist flatness, or at least created an ambiguity in this contact
between the image and the void. I think the Tabula Rasa collages point to the
impossibility of any kind of formal grasp of the contemporary, technological
image. The cultural image is always in transformation. Perception is always
somehow one step behind: chained to narrative, in a perpetual state of partial

awareness, and dominated by an unsatisfied desire for completion.

London, 27 July 2010
First published in the catalogue:
John Stezaker (London: Whitechapel Gallery and Ridinghouse, 2011)
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Canetti sees the mask as arousing a sense of potential horror in everyday face-
to-face encounters. It intervenes as an interruption. This is how we experience
the face as uncanny. Canetti describes the mask as an encounter with fixity, in
the place where one would normally expect the fluidity of facial expression. In
other words, the mask is a meeting with death in the midst of life. It is also an
inscription of interior space onto the exterior, the space of the face, whilst at
the same time, it hides those clues of facial expression from which we recognize

the interior life of another. I am interested in what happens in this substitution.

cg: In most of your Mask series, this distinction between what
the mask conceals and what it reveals is also accentuated by the
content of the postcard itself. In Mask XXXV for instance, the motif
of the cave plays an important role: the postcard functions as a

mask, but it also creates an opening in the image.

js: Ilove caves; they are my favorite spaces. They are archetypal images of
origination, like springs, sources, and waterfalls. I suppose there is a dominant
concavity in all my postcard “inserts.” They refer to a space behind. When
associated with a face, these behind spaces refer to a process of looking out
as well as looking through. The cave, the grotto, can also represent the head,
which is a kind of cave: the skull itself. If you like, it is the face emptied of
“faceness,” reduced to the shell.

Over the years the series has involved a number of different special
punctuations, starting with the bridge and then later with caves and grottos.
In 2007, I began to use sea caves and natural arches mainly from postcards
of Capri. These I found even more frightening as images because the
punctuated space of interiority is itself extended into a space beyond. Seeing
through becomes a literal seeing beyond. The dark spaces of subjectivity

seem somehow blasted through, exposed and emptied out.

dh: The notion of "faceness" seems to relate to Deleuze's concept of
"faciality": it replaces the idea of the face as expressing the truth
about an inner self with that of a screen, onto which identity is
projected from the outside. By superimposing such a projection surface
with an archetypal image of a cave, you seem to obscure the very kind

of external identification which the idea of the film star relies on.

js: Yes, it is both a way of returning the portrait to the type, and at the same
time particularizing it in a different way, which as you say, subverts the kind of
identification relations on which facial legibility depends. I hope by vacating
the face in this way, that one is brought in to a confrontation with the nature

of the face or the portrait.

cg: The notions of duality or dialectics have often been used to
describe your work, but something that your series of Masks makes
explicit is how your collages, which usually combine two elements,
manage to outplay this duality. We could evoke here Barthes's
notion of the "third meaning," that he defines as "the one 'too many'
.. at once persistent and fleeting, smooth and elusive," a meaning
that cannot be grasped. It is also interesting to note that Barthes

developed this notion from a reflection on film stills.

js: All my works involve pairing of one kind or the other. But whether it is
dialectical in that sense, or dualistic—I am not really sure. Despite this, I
think most of the time I am trying to overcome duality; I am seeking a kind
of unity. At the same time, I have a fear of bringing things to a conclusion.
Now that you remind me of Barthes’s essay on the third meaning, I remember
making a collection of significant texts of that time involving different ideas
about the “third.” There was also William Burroughs’s Third Mind (1977),
Rilke’s and Kafka’s discussions on the third person and the screenplay of
Orson Welles’s Third Man (1949), all of which, in one way or another, make
an appeal to a kind of liminal in-between space or existence. Such spaces have
always fascinated me. Personally, I suspect that they began for me with the
fear inspired by some of the religious ideas about limbo and purgatory, which

I encountered early on.

dh: This idea of the liminal, of something that falls "in between,"
is quite important to your work. Any meaning seems to germinate in

between the cracks of your images.

js: Itis those spaces that excite me. It is that edge. Just along them, when a rock
becomes a lip and an eye becomes something else. Maybe the best description

of this fascination for edges is in Gaston Bachelard’s idea of the “dialectics of

100



103

1978, I was still very ambiguous about the territory of psychoanalysis, as well
as my relationship with Surrealism. The work makes a reference to Magritte:
the train coming through, into the domestic space. But at this point I felt I was
still being ironic about it. The collage can be read as a joke. I was still keeping
Surrealism at arm’s length. If you compare that piece with the very first Mask
that combines a postcard and a portrait from a couple of years later, there is a

completely different relationship with Surrealism.

cg: This leads to the last work around which we wanted to focus
this discussion, entitled Mask XXXV (2007). It combines a black and
white film portrait of a woman with a color postcard that depicts a
large cave seen from the inside, with a view on the entrance, through
which one can see the outside. You have developed the Mask series
over the years, from the beginning of the 1980s. Could you describe

the circumstances in which you started to work on it?

js: In the mid- to late 1970s, there was a closure of the main big cinema
chains. Every town used to have one major cinema at least, sometimes two.
They had been huge single-screen palaces of entertainment. Gradually, the
audiences declined. I remember wonderful days watching B-movies in empty

cinemas, but of course it couldn’t last. When they closed, the first thing that

Mask XXXV, 2007
Collage, 26x20.5

started to happen was that film stills started to appear everywhere. Decades
of built up collections, often just cardboard boxes in the cinemas—the ones
that had been taken out of the display and just dumped—started to appear in
junk shops at that time. At first, these shops and the second-hand bookshops
didn’t quite know how to value them. Because they were original bromide
images, often of very famous actors, they were quite expensive. But anonymous
film stills were cheap enough for me to buy. At the time I couldn’t afford the
portraits; they were probably about a pound each then. That was alot of money
in those days. Black and white film stills were S0 pence. That is why the work
on the film star portraits came slightly later. I suppose the combination of the
portraits and postcards was an inevitable extension of the combination of film

stills and postcards in the film still collages.

dh: Would you consider the pasting of a postcard over the face of
a person as a poetical device in terms of blinding the image? Is

there a connection here?

js: Itis strange, I never thought of that before. And I find it a very compelling
idea. Yes, this is exactly what I am doing: I am allowing myself to see them
without them looking back at me. I blindfold them. It is a precise description
of what I am doing. But, of course, in that process, the blindfolding is a
particular one: it is an image itself which sometimes reveals another face, or
a mask-like configuration, in which one can read what is absent. It is perhaps
another way of enlisting the spectator to fill in or reconfigure some kind of
face. Because, I guess, we are predetermined to see faces. As biologists have
pointed out, facial recognition is absolutely central to the way we see things.
I became more and more interested in the relationship between the face, the
mask and the portrait. I think there is a very strong connection between the
ways we relate to images generally and to faces.

For me, the Mask series was a way of probing a parallel relationship
with the image to the one in the film stills, one which was not so much
connected to issues of time and space, but which was connected to a much
more immediate and visceral, almost animal or biological relationship with
the face. Removing the features was for me a very interesting way of taking
this very familiar encounter with the face and with the photographic portrait,

and re-inscribing it with something of the potential horror of that encounter.
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cg: You also see the film still as an arrest within the flow of the

cinematic image?

js: Itis an arrest, but equally it is a fake arrest. It is something that is already still
and pretending to be moving. Whereas the film fragment, the film frame, is the
opposite, it is, as you say, an arrest. But what interests me is that tension between
these two ways of apprehending the momentary. That almost impossible way
of seeing which comes within the momentary aspect of cinema or a film frame
on the one hand; and that possibility of pensive or reflective vision that occurs
with the pregnant moment that Lessing is talking about, on the other. I am
conscious of trying to do the impossible: to hold onto something which is not

consciously visible and which evades such a grasp.

dh: This revealing through the exclusion of image or the exclusion
of sight seems to me a constant in your work. We spoke of the
representation of blind people as a metaphorical device within
visual narratives, but at the same time the physical process that
you apply to images also reflects the notion of blindness. You

omit, you leave out, you cover up. How do you make these choices?

js: I am never aware of making choices. But the procedures through which
I arrive at something are as a result of spatially trying to define the area of
fascination I have for the image in front of me. In the example of Blind, there is
a seated man, and behind him a standing woman hidden by a postcard. These
figures and their secret interchanges are the central objects of attention in
the original scene. They are conspiring against the blindfolded figure who is
literally in the dark, almost a prop to the scene. By hiding the central figures
and merging them with the background, a new focus on the obscurity of a
blindfolded figure is created.

I can describe what the act of hiding does in particular but not in general.
At one time I realized that I was hiding the female characters and considered
that this may have something to do with the concealedness of the feminine
or the muse. But at other times it was the reverse. As the focus changes, so
does the nature of the act of hiding. What I can say is that I am interested in
concealment—in directing attention to what cannot be seen. Elias Canetti

says something like this about the power of the mask. He sees the mask as

preeminently a space of concealment and from this it derives its power—
the power of the unseen; the threat of the unknown. Often however, when
I use postcards to cover parts of other photographic images, there is also a
suggestion of seeing through the scene or face to a space beyond. There is a
suggestion of both transparency and opacity. I remember how this turning
inside out of space struck me as amusing when I first combined a film still

with a postcard.

dh: Negotiable Space I, from 1978, is a black and white film still,
and there is a scene of a man at a table looking at a couch in what
seems to be an office. There is a portrait on the back wall of the
office and there is another figure lying on the couch. The entire
image is overlaid by a color postcard of a diesel train in contrast
with the black and white image underneath, and you have aligned
the tracks of the diesel train with the working desk of the main
figure. Can you tell us more about this meeting of the internal and

the external?

js: The key thing to me is the relationship between the tracks and the legs of the
desk. It’s about stillness and speed at the center of this doubling of space. And,
of course, the portrait on the wall that you described is of Sigmund Freud. In

Negotiable Space |, 1978
Collage, 20.7x25.4
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There is something quite human about them. I feel I have returned these
stereotypical figures to a certain kind of humanity, that I have breathed life
into them. But it is a paradoxical one, of course, because this life of the persona
belongs to no one. And as much as one is aware of their humanness, so is one

aware of their non-existence. There is empathy and distance simultaneously.

cg: Another work we wanted to introduce into the conversation
is your collage Blind (1979). It combines a film still, showing a
blindfolded man at his desk, and a postcard of a painting depicting
the Chateau de Chillon on Lake Geneva on a stormy day. The notion
of blindness and the figure of the blind person seems to be an

important theme in your work...

js: At the time when I started collecting film stills, this figure of the blind or
blindfolded person seemed to recur. I am not sure whether it was by coincidence
or because it was some kind of preoccupation of 1940s and 1950s cinema. Why
the blind person comes up in so many of these stills is an interesting question.
Lessing is the first to really address the image of blindness in his writing on the
Laocoon, and the ambiguous feelings of empathy that this figure arouses. When
you see a blind person, or even a blindfolded person, represented, the fact that

they are deprived of vision makes them seem powerless in relationship to the

Blind, 1979
Collage, 19.5x24

visual world. They are treated ambiguously as vulnerable victims, exiles of the
scopic regime of cinema on the one hand, and on the other, as obstacles in that
flow. Their postures and their gestures tend to be almost wooden. That’s how
blindness is represented in cinema, as a kind of arrest. (In fact, I think of the
figure of the blind person as being a bit like the film still itself.) They seem to be
the static center around which everything else is going on, somehow oblivious,
like an island. I know Chillon is only a promontory on Lake Geneva, but in a
way it is similar to an island. It was a prison, a space of solitary confinement.
The image of Chillon as being cut off from the world comes from Lord Byron’s
poem, The Prisoner of Chillon (1816), which is about a prisoner who spends
his entire life in confinement and then, after his release, unable to bear the
overload of visual sensation, he voluntarily returns to his dungeon and to a state

of sensory deprivation.

dh: Lessing's essay about the Laocodén (1766) deals with the
representation of the "right" moment in art. He refers to it as the
"significant" moment. This brings back aspects of Barthes and his
notion of the punctum in Camera Lucida, where he thinks about the
"moment" in photography, a notion that is yet again different from
Cartier-Bresson's "decisive moment." Is the idea of the "moment" of

relevance to your work?

js: As you say, Lessing’s “pregnant moment” is different from Cartier Bresson’s
“decisive moment.” I prefer the pregnant moment—the moment before or the
moment that anticipates or awaits. That’s why I like film stills, I think. They are
enactments or anticipations of moments. And as Lessing touches upon, there
is something of a return in this moment of anticipation. I do like the idea of the
image initiating a return. The cinematic image is always taking you forward.
Maybe this accounts for the sensation that the film still is taking us backwards.
The interesting thing about film stills is this temporal ambiguity. They pretend
to be something other than what they are; they pretend to be moments,
instants, frames, from a continuum of films. And for years I thought they were
such instants, until I became aware, slowly, by seeing the original films, that the
images on the film stills never actually appeared in the film. They were done at
the end of a shoot by separate cameramen. They were fixed moments which

were meant to represent cinematic moments.
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cg: This afterlife of the image—as well as the reversal of
the relationship between the artist and the image through
fascination—could be linked to all the debates around the notion

of authorship that were going on in the 1970s and 1980s.

js: In the 1970s, there seemed to have been a shift in critical theory towards
an interest in the reception of art, literature, and film, which was paralleled
by an interest in recycling and quotation in contemporary art. At the time
I couldn’t help finding parallels for what was going on in contemporary art
with Barthes’s ideas on the reader and the “death of the author.” I began to
see that I was not alone in my own authorial resignation, that there were other
1970s appropriators enacting their own versions of Barthes’s suicide of the
artist. What I think was happening in the visual arts, which was at odds with
this critical perspective however, was a new awakening to the image. The
renunciation of authorship amongst some of my contemporaries was part of a
reawakening in contemporary art to the power of the image, and to an extent,

this was at odds with the theory that emphasized reading.

cg: If Roland Barthes's text was a key reference for the theoretical
discourse that surrounded the strategies of appropriation of the
1970s and 1980s, it was often reduced to a mere deconstruction of
the notion of authorship: the underlying idea was that it was not
possible to produce new images any more, the only option being
to appropriate existing ones. But Barthes's text is more subtle
than that, and his idea of the "death of the author" is only part
of the story: what is at stake behind it is the idea that the act
of reading is the true locus of the text and, by extension, of the
image. I'm not sure you can extrapolate from the text to the image

so easily.

js: I do remember trying to relate these ideas to my own ideas about the
sovereignty of the spectator at the time. But the problem with such a
transcription is, as you say, that Barthes is pointing to the act of reading,
whereas, in image terms, legibility was for me the barrier to identification with
the spectator. For me the act of resignation was for the sake of an essential

connection with the image. The desire to keep to the vantage point of the

consumer was not just a renunciation of that of the producer, but a way of
acceding to the image. The image had to overcome the text to preserve its

essential ambiguity.

dh: In reception theory, an essential aspect of authorship is its
relation to the reader, or in our case, to the beholder. What is the

role of the "implied beholder" in your work?

js: Continuing the literary analogy, I think of the “implied beholder” as the
double of the “third person” in literature, who is, as Rilke says, nothing but a
ghost, the ultimate fiction of fiction. But who, nonetheless, is mysteriously
essential and is the one which writers address in their work. In art, at least
in mine, there is a comparable figure to whom I show my work for judgment,
and I think similarly, there are “third person” counterparts in the personae
of my collages. For Rilke, nothing can happen without the third person,
everything hesitates. I like to think of my works as being such hesitations or
reflective confrontations of this implied beholder. I know I am implicated in

this reflective encounter in some way—maybe in my absence?

dh: At the same time the works that you produce are very dependent on
an active participant. They are not just images that can be consumed as

fact. They have to be activated by the act of reading, looking, gazing...

js: I was particularly aware of that when I was being questioned recently in
a lecture by a student about my Marriage pieces. She asked “why don’t you
take your own photographs and match the two perfectly?” I could have staged
that question. The Marriage pieces have nothing to do with the marriage, the
matching of images, they are to do with the fact that they do not marry, and that
is the point. Because when they don’t marry, the beholder has to participate in

creating the marriage. And I think that’s where their compulsion comes from.
dh: You leave "constitutive blanks" for the beholder to £ill in.
js: Precisely. The spectator is, in a way, enticed into an act of empathetic

engagement. And that is why I feel that the characters created in the Marriage

series seem somehow more real than the composite actors they come from.
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London, 1981

me overcome the taboo of Surrealism. But what I found was that my drift
towards the image was also a drift away from an interest in contemporary art.

As for Surrealism, my first stop was actually Joseph Cornell, even if I didn’t
consider him a Surrealist. His show at the Whitechapel in 1981 was really an
important moment for me. It showed me a new way of relating to images. His
example encouraged me to simply follow my own visual fascinations. Images
were psychic guides for Cornell. It is still a mystery to me how his pieces worked.
How a single piece of ephemera from the 1950s in New York could exert such
an incredible power upon the gaze. I felt I was locked into those little boxes and
whenever I entered one and came under the spell of Cornell’s gaze, I always felt
slightly mesmerised. I rarely go to a show more than once, but the Whitechapel
show kept drawing me back. It was a mystery: how do you inscribe something
with your gaze? I was interested in the way his appropriations transcended
the Duchampian strategic approach and became for him forms of personal
dispossession in relation to the image. I also began to feel a closer and closer
identity with his working methods. I started to be an active hoarder. Cornell’s
life and art also represented for me a kind of ideal, a living exile from life. It’s
a phrase Maurice Blanchot uses, he describes artists as “exiles from life in the
world of images.” That’s what I wanted. I realized I needed seclusion. I didn’t
want to be involved with the art world. I didn’t want to be involved with the
currency of images in any way. I didn’t want to use images. I was interested in the
obsolescence of images, the point at which they become illegible, mysterious,
at which they touch on another world. For me, Cornell perfectly combined
an interest in appropriation and an attachment to the romantic ideal of the
evanescent fragment. I liked that combination of possession and dispossession

in his approach to the found image.

Poster for Joseph Cornell's
exhibition, Whitechapel Gallery,

cg: The type of appropriation at play in the untitled piano piece
and in the collage work you have developed since the late 1970s
seems very much influenced by these various sources. The five years
that you spent with this film still before you decided to turn it
into one of your works is the perfect illustration of the role of
fascination and obsolescence that underlies your practice. You
often say that "images find you rather than the other way around."

Could you describe your encounters with the images you use?

js: I sometimes feel as if they have been lying in wait for me. Whenever I
encounter an image that fascinates me, in a second-hand bookshop or
elsewhere, I get a strange sensation of its aliveness, and then of an irrational
fear that something will prevent me from keeping it, or purchasing it,
that it will elude me in some way. The image has to go into my collection
immediately, it has to be stuck onto paper and become mine. I love that
moment of discovery, when something appears out of the ground of its
disappearance: the anonymous space of circulation, where images remain
unseen and overlooked. I think of my retrieved images as orphans, suffering
neglect and indifference in their homeless state. Thus saved from circulation,
they are finally being seen for what they are, they become visible within the

sanctity of the collection.

dh: "Sanctity" is an evocative choice of word to describe the
contextual changes you facilitate: do you regard these as

elevations?

js: I think of a sanctuary as being beneath as much as above. It is certainly a
separation from the everyday life of images in circulation, where they are legible
and appear to have some function. But that separation has already taken place
to an extent. I collect from what has already had its day, its moment of currency.
The originating context, in which the image once disappeared into its function
and its multiplicity, has already been forgotten. The collection is a space that
seems to reawaken these dormant images to a spectacular presence, but the
visibility it confers on them is entirely new. It is not re-kindling, but a kindling.
I think of the collection as the “afterlife” of the image; there is a deathly aspect

to all collections.
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that each bore the Nazi swastika, and they had obviously been locked away for
this particular reason. She managed to secure a number of the film stills for me.
As soon as I saw them, I was completely fascinated. In particular, the still of the
man playing the piano, with the girl leaning on the piano, immediately struck my
attention. Oddly enough, it must have been handed to me upside down, because
I remember putting it straight onto the music stand of Rosetta’s piano. I didn’t
want to turn it back the right way round, and I remember that I used to object if
visitors “corrected” it in this way. That immediate gesture seemed right, but it was
completely unconscious, involuntary almost. There it stayed for five years, until I
decided it was a work in its own right. The right way up, the image shows a closed-
eyed pianist, seemingly wrapped up in his own music. An admiring female, who
could also stand as the muse, looks at him as he plays. When you turn it upside
down, there is a kind of reversal: the muse in reflection somehow dominates the
active musician, who becomes this strange sleeping figure. And his hands take
on this feeling of disembodiment in it. Many years later, I came across a quote by
Maurice Blanchot, which helped to explain why I found this image so compelling.
He talked about self-resemblance and used this phrase to describe the fascinating
image: “the reflection becomes master of the life it reflects.” The inverted picture
literally creates this reordering. It wasn’'t an image which was in any way legible. It

was an image which was fascinating, for its impenetrability, its mystery.

Daniel F. Herrmann: The rotation of the image is only a minimal

manipulation on your part. And yet, in turning the image upside down,
you also topple the implied communicative hierarchies in the scene:
reading the image from left to right, the female fiqgure has become the
active agent. It has become less an image that represents the process

of admiring, than an image that documents the process of watching.

js: Yes, I was fascinated by everything that was inverted in this act: the
relationship between the producer and consumer, or between the artist and
the muse. The inversion of the image seemed to stage the ascendancy of the
muse over the pacified, sleeping performer. I can see now that it was an image
of my own dilemma as an artist. Images that were already in this world were
so much more fascinating than anything I could create. Fascination seems to
demand this passivity in relationship with the image. Perhaps I was looking for

ajustification of my own passivity in appropriation.

This was the beginning of my probing of the idea that purely collecting
could be an artistic practice, that it could be dissociated from any idea of
content or production. I recognized of course, that this was a repetition of the
Modernist enterprise in some ways. But it was also a way of escaping from what
I thought was the more immediate cul-de-sac of Modernism in Conceptual
art, with its insistence on communication, legibility, transparency, etc. The
dominant assumption concerning appropriation is that artists reflect on the
contemporary world they live in through the images of that world. I was not
interested in the found image as an index in that way. And the big question for
me was why my fascination always seemed to take me beyond the contemporary
world, into something that came from the recent past but nonetheless a world
that no longer exists. I felt that this relationship with old images was almost
taboo. The other thing was that these images did specifically seem to come
from either the 1930s or 1940s—the time of Surrealism. Even the theme of
inversion has a Surrealist quality about it. That was what I was trying to work
out between 1972 and 1977. You could say, Surrealism was taboo then.I don’t
think it had ever been at a lower ebb in terms of reputation and influence on
contemporary art than in the mid-1970s. Conceptualism, which represented
almost the complete opposite, a rejection of the unconscious, was in the
ascendant as Surrealism had become the thing of cigarette adverts, posters in
adolescents’ bedrooms, or book covers, and so on. I had to come to terms with

all this for me to accept the inverted photograph as a piece.

dh: How would you describe your own work of the 1970s within a

British context?

js: For me it was a period of a lot of different influences. I was engaged in
a number of disparate practices simultaneously. And there was very little
I produced that I liked for long. The first major influence on me was the
exhibition “When Attitudes Become Form” (1969) at the ICA. Victor Burgin’s
Photopath (1969) in particular was a seminal piece which changed my work
forever. That was when I started working with photography. Later, I took up
my earlier interest in my image collection and started to evolve a Situationist-
type strategy of re-captioning images. There were a number of artists with
whom Ifelt an affinity at the time: Keith Arnatt, John Murphy—who was also

working with found images—and his mentor Marcel Broodthaers who helped
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The Third Meaning

John Stezaker in conversation

with Christophe Gallois and Daniel F. Herrmann

Christophe Gallois: We would like to begin with a discussion of

one of your first found photo works, Untitled (1977). It shares
characteristics and concerns with some of your more recent works,
including the notion of the double. However, it is, interestingly,
not a collage but a found image, a black and white film still
depicting a woman and a man on both sides of a piano, which you

simply turned upside down. What is the story behind this image?

John Stezaker: The image was not found by me at all, actually, but by Rosetta
Brooks, my then girlfriend. She had just got a job working with Sigi Krauss who
was opening up a gallery, called Gallery House, next door to the Goethe Institute,
in Princes Gate. The building had been unoccupied for many years. They
found a locked chest and broke it open to discover a whole lot of cutlery, plates,

crockery and some film stills. The only thing these objects had in common was

Untitled, 1977
Found image, 27x19.4
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Mallarmé, through Blanchot's eyes, through Stezaker's eyes, is
the kind of encounter constituting the latter's work as a collection of
refracting mirrors reflected in and reflecting one another. The cutting,
fragmentation, duplication, and concealment interrupt the homogeneous
sequence to create a simultaneity which is embodied in the juxtaposition
of whole entities, as in this triptych—a Greek word denoting three-fold.
This duality ("two-foldedness") echoes the two-fold thought manifested in
the encounter between Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,'* as humorously
depicted by the former (who conceived of the fold and the search amid
the folds of language: "Since each of us, like anyone else, is already various
people, it gets rather crowded."? In the series Tabula Rasa, the white spaces
infiltrate the folds of image and discourse in-between consciousnesses as
something that does not belong in language, yet something that language
alone enables, as a silenced consciousness.

What is the nature of that silence? Does it resemble Kafka's "weapon"
which is "even more terrible than ... song,"** or Blanchot's "song still to
come"?'® It is of such words, that strove to cling to the ripple of the Siren
Song (as per the title of one of Stezaker's works), that Kirke (Circe) warned
Odysseus.

In his ars-poetica poem "Un coup de dés" (A Throw of the Dice) Mallarmé
describes the Sirens as bubbles of foam plunging into the sea, echoing the poem
which is a bubbly "nothingness," foam evaporating on the rim of a glass. At the
poem's conclusion, the ship's sail and the paper sheet sink into a single entity at
the bottom of the poetic journey. Kafka and Blanchot too join forces in a flight
around nothingness, in revelation via disappearance into the Sirens' abyss from

which the work of art erupts and to which it returns.

10  Stéphane Mallarmé, The Silent Thunder: Selected Poems, trans. and intro.: Dory Manor
(Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2011), p. 15 [Hebrew].

11 See: Andrew Warstat, "An Interview with John Stezaker," Parallax, 16:2 (January 2010),
p- 69.

12 See: Charles J. Stivale, The Two-Fold Thought of Deleuze and Guattari: Intersections and
Animations (New York: Guilford Press, 1998).

13 Ibid,p. 1.

14  See: Franz Kafka, "The Silence of the Sirens," The Blue Octavo Notebooks, ed.: Max Brod,
trans. Ernst Kaiser and Eithne Wilkins (Cambridge, MA: Exact Change, 1991), p. 19.

1S Maurice Blanchot, The Book to Come, trans. Charlotte Mandell (California: Stanford UP,
2003), p. 3.

The End:

The ending must reverse all; it must undermine verbosity and be charged
with "the fear of the void (horror vacui) amid words."'® The ending is
acknowledging an experience of which nothing can be said, a clean slate, a

tabula rasa.

16 Michal Ben-Naftali, "Broken Spirit: On Maurice Blanchot's Melancholic Writing," in
Maurice Blanchot, The Book to Come: A Collection, trans. and intro.: Michal Ben-Naftali
(Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad & Poalim Press, 2011), p. 177 [Hebrew].
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same principle in all the works—the principle of projection,® namely perception
of the white space as a cinematic screen, which projects the whiteness of the
light being projected thereon to the viewer, while gluing the latter to the viewed
object, and prompting him to project further meanings thereon.

The white blind spot constitutes the seeing eye; it is tantamount to an
airport from which the spectrum of the most distant contexts unfurls, while the
flight ticket demands concentration on the minutest details which distinguish
one gate from another, and night from day (those whose gaze is careless are
bound to miss the flight).* The triptych Tabula Rasa seems to offer a lesson
in seeing, which, in Stezaker's case, is closely intertwined with reading and

writing: lessons in reading and writing.
ting: | ding and writing

Reading:
Observe the woman at the center of the triptych, resting her left hand on the
right, as if she were seeking a support to help her carry the weight of the gaze
of nothingness observing her. Unlike us, the viewers, she knows the identity of
the man who is, for us, but a "tabula rasa," a blank or white sheet, much like the
figure of Mr. White, the protagonist of Max Frisch's eponymous novel who is
defined by negation: "I'm Not Stiller."S

Through the imaginary, we become conscious of the white space that wounded
the surface and gave rise to a new metaphorical meaning. A hole is gaped in the
familiar space of signification, accompanied by discontent of the type invoked
at the sight of a beautiful woman on a billboard, whose teeth were maliciously
blackened by a passerby. It is not the mutilation of the original that horrifies us,
but rather the infusion of a suspicious, mysterious vein into the everyday.

In this game of covering and uncovering, the white rectangle becomes the
formal skeleton which exposes the innate quality of things: it swallows things
of like essence up (the décolletage of the dress worn by the woman sitting in the

central panel, the chessboard and the tablecloth in the right-hand panel), and

3 See Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy's comments on Malevich's White on White, in: Branden W.
Joseph, "White on White", Critical Inquiry, 27:1 (Autumn 2000), pp. 90-121.

4 Inkeeping with John Cage's assertions about Robert Rauschenberg's white paintings:
"The white paintings were airports for the lights, shadows, and particles"; John Cage, "On
Robert Rauschenberg, Artist, and his Work," Silence (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP,
1961), p. 102.

S Max Frisch, I'm Not Stiller, trans. Michael Bullock (New York: Vintage Books, 1962).

illuminates things of like essence with its whiteness (the men's handkerchiefs
stuck in their pockets, the shirt collars). With its explicit, virtually blatant
flatness, it accentuates both the layers concealed in the image folds® and the
flatness of the photograph, its existence as a shell.

The white stain is elusive, leading one to mistake it for the slit of
anamorphosis; to wit: it grants an experience which is akin to observation of
the stain floating at the foot of The Ambassadors (1533) by Hans Holbein the
Younger. A side view—a gaze beyond—will correct the distortion and reveal
an existing meaning (skull), rather than the one built into the blank slate, the

tabula rasa, which is always yet to come.

And writing:

In his enigmatic text "Mimique" (The Mime), Stéphane Mallarmé fuses silence
and whiteness together: "Such is this Pierrot Murderer of His Wife composed
and set down by himself, a mute soliloquy that the phantom, white as a yet
unwritten page, holds in both face and gesture at full length to his soul."” The
text inscribed on a blank page, maintains Liora Bing-Heidecker, "describes the
mute event of a mime (Paul Margueritte) as white as a sheet of paper, who
wrote a text (invisible to Mallarmé's reader) on blank pages about an inaudible
monologue."® While at first it appears as though Mallarmé relates to the mime
show "Pierrot Murderer of His Wife," it turns out that the poet recounts a
reading experience.’

Stéphane Mallarmé, the poet of absence, whose poems have been defined by
Dory Manor as "an archipelago of negations,"'’ is one of the major axes in John
Stezaker's work, which is entwined with textual echoes: "I was very interested
in Mallarmé early on, long before I read Blanchot (though it was only when I

read Blanchot that I realized why I was interested in Mallarmé).""!

6  Thefold in the woman's dress in the central panel calls to mind the cut in the canvas in
one of Lucio Fontana's works.

7 Stéphane Mallarmé, "Mimique/The Mime," in Selected Poetry and Prose, trans. Barabara
Johnson (New York: New Directions, 1982), p. 69.

8  Liora Bing-Heidecker, "Foreword," in Stéphane Mallarmé and Paul Valéry, On Dance,
trans. Liora Bing-Heidecker (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad & Poalim Press, 2011),
p- 18 [Hebrew].

9 In the first version of Mimique (1886) Mallarmé describes himself sitting in the lamplight
with Paul Margueritte's book in his hand.
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Tabula Rasa

Dalit Matatyahu

"When the Mona Lisa was stolen from the Louvre in Paris in 1911
and was missing for two years, more people went to stare at the
blank space than had gone to look at the masterpiece in the 12

previous years."!

Found data, like a found image, may offer a gateway to reading and observation
of the triptych Tabula Rasa if we put our thoughts aside about the authenticity
of the information and its content in favor of the status inherent to it: a human
being facing a piece of the void.

What did the visitors to the Louvre seek when they observed the blank
wall? What did they see? Did it occur to them that a faithful gaze, such as
Veronica's, may re-imprint the icon's face on the surface? Perhaps they took
upon themselves the task of mourning, whose course destroys the contents
underlying Leonardo's work in favor of a new creation, devoid of a past,
devoid of an image? The pure presence of the work at a given place in a
given time was interrupted for the silent-sensational discovery granted by
observation of the void. The absence (the loss of the aura, or its theft in this
case), carries an aura of its own, "the unique phenomenon of a distance,
however close it may be."

A white rectangular space, viewed from a slight angle, is one of the
manifestations of absence in John Stezaker's oeuvre. Despite its repetition in a
group of collages and screenprints on canvas bearing the same title, each white
rectangle is distinguished by its differentiated borders, its exact location, and
its unique mode of application on the surface (or subtraction therefrom). At the

same time, its idiosyncratic relations with the "background" share one and the

1 Barbara Cartland, Book of Useless Information (New York: Bantam Books, 1977).
2 Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in
Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1969), p. 222.
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"I felt an increasing bond of empathy," Stezaker discloses, concluding, in the
spirit of Susan Stewart's observation about the impact of scale on the temporal
experience, that "there is a loss of time in the miniature."*® Stezaker wondered
if there was a hierarchy of inverse proportion, and after numerous experiments
realized that there was an optimal point beyond which empathy drops rapidly
away, and it was around 8 to 10 points in typographical scale: "The connection
with the typographical fragment is significant, as if the individual, in reduction
to the mere type-font, has become a phoneme in the path of legibility and on
the threshold of appearance.”

Extracting figures that eluded the photographer (but not the lens) from an
encyclopedia—a publication which strives to contain and include the totality
of human knowledge—disrupts inclusion and generalization, interrupting
the historical gaze which focuses on the monumental, the expression of the
dominant power, constituting instead a different mode of documentation,
documentation of the everyday, such as that to which Michel De Certeau
dedicated his book The Practice of Everyday Life: "To the ordinary man. To
a common hero, an ubiquitous character, walking in countless thousands
on the streets.”” De Certeau distinguishes between the gaze of the one
observing the city from above—the gaze of the power broker or strategist
who observes the city from the 110th floor of the World Trade Center, one
whose "elevation transfigures him into a voyeur. It puts him at a distance. It

"8 __and

transforms the [...] world [...] into a text that lies before one's eyes
the nonconceptualizable quaintness of the everyday and the tactics of all the
"others," the acts of "the ordinary practitioners of the city live 'down below,
below the thresholds at which visibility begins. They walk—an elementary
form of this experience of the city; they are walkers, Wandersmdnner, whose
bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban 'text' they write without being

able to read it. These practitioners make use of spaces that cannot be seen;

36 See: Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the
Collection (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1984).

37 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendail (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984), p. v: "He squats now at the center of our scientific
stages. The floodlights have moved away from the actors who possess proper names and
social blazons, turning first toward the chorus of secondary characters, then settling on the
mass of the audience."

38 Ibid, p. 52.

their knowledge of them is as blind as that of lovers in each other's arms. [...]
The networks of these moving, intersecting writings compose a manifold
story that has neither author nor spectator, shaped out of trajectories and
alterations of spaces: in relation to representations, it remains daily and
indefinitely other."*®

Generally observed from above, the figures are entirely oblivious of the fact
that they are being photographed: having been there by chance, they crossed
paths with the great course of power and thus were caught in the representation,
like the hybrid of the subject who gives orders in the collage Medium I [p. 56].
The fracture made present by Stezaker with his artificial constructions, which
speak different dialects of representation, is met with a perpetuation of that
which was not meant to be perpetuated. The result is never whole, yet, through
the fracture, the challenge of a singular image which is also the image of a single
individual bubbles forth, or in Stezaker's own words: "There is an obvious
pragmatic and causal relationship between the activities of collecting images
and collage. In my practice, however, it has never been this way around. To
arrive at a singular image fragment is the most difficult thing to do. Collage

often feels like a rehearsal leading to that singularity."

39 Ibid, p.93.
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place of famous ghosts.** The postcard, depicting figures seated in a ruin—one
observing it, while anotherlooks toward the sea—seems to bring together some
of the most cliché images of romantic painting, as the "contemplative-romantic”
atmosphere inspiring the ruin enhances the touristy labeling of the place as the
abode of ghosts. I wonder to what extent this foreknowledge influenced my
characterization of the soft gray portrait on which the postcard was imposed as
aghost. The congruence between the made hair and unbuttoned garment of the
photographed woman, and the romantic clichés in the generic image covering
her face, redundifies this ghost story, for even without it, the interpretation
which reads the work as the story of the subject’s flattening and emptying
in the culture of the spectacle, would have been valid just the same. All the
more so, when its most quintessential agents—Hollywood's actors, stars and
celebrities, are concerned, as Debord already realized: "The individual who in
the service of the spectacle is placed in stardom’s spotlight is in fact the opposite
of an individual, and as clearly the enemy of the individual in himself as of the
individual in others. In entering the spectacle as a model to be identified with,
he renounces all autonomy in order to identify himself with the general law of
obedience to the course of things."?

The other component in Stezaker's collages—the meticulously staged actor
portraits, which were collectors' items (signed or unsigned) at the time—is
equally as generic as the postcards, because these portrait photographs present
their subjects in their public figure, or their fictive figure from a given movie. For
this reason they may be readily duplicated and matched to produce the doubles
and hybrids typical to Stezaker's collages. As in many of his other works, there
is no synthesis of two images here, but rather a combination whose signs are
visible—e.g., Marriage LXX (2010) [p. $7]; Marriage LXXVII (2012) [p. 81];
Muse VIIT (2012) [p. 83]; nevertheless, the result is an elusive sequence which

charges this frozen hybrid portrait with a representation of movement.**

32 Among these were "The Lady in White," who several years ago was "sighted" in a field by
the Castle, and the "Grey (or Pale) Lady," who lurks inside the Castle, pacing up and down
one of the parapets. Other ghosts were sighted in the Castle's dungeon. Many of these
ghost tales were likely spread by smugglers in an attempt to cover up their nocturnal
activities. Either way, such "encounters with ghosts" have not lost their appeal. Guided
"ghost tours" are held on site every Saturday ("meeting in the car park adjacent to the
castle," as noted by the ad).

33 Debord, Society of the Spectacle, thesis 61, p. 39.

The second channel in Stezaker's practice was described above as a selection
or "extraction” of photographic materials, typified by their subjects having been
photographed unknowingly, for his 3rd Person Archive. How do these tiny,
somewhat obscure images, comprising The 3rd Person Archive, allude to the
distortive manifestations of the collages, which seem to stick a pin in the bubble
of generic-false memories imprinted in us by the system? This series of small
images began as a collection of pictorial figures from the field of landscape
painting—such as the indigenous figure of the staffage which appears as a
signifier in the foreground of landscape paintings, as the everyman, the viewer's
stand-in, or, in Stezaker words: "a universal viewer, a pictorial equivalent of the
third person who, as Rilke points out, is also a ghost—the ultimate fiction of
fiction."® Hence also the title of the collection, The 3rd Person Archive.

Since 1976, the images have been cut from Hammerton's Countries of the
World, an encyclopedic work published in sequels during the 1920s and 1930s.
Initially, Stezaker cut only triangular fragments from it, and focused on figures
which had to be retouched due to movement during the photographic exposure;
in 1978-79 he shifted his gaze to the figures in the photographs' middle ground,
mainly roadside figures, cut in a rectangular format; from these he moved to

figures in the remote distance. The more miniaturized the subjects became,

34 DPossibly a type of compressed close-up version for the photographic sequences created,
for example, by Eadweard Muybridge, calling into question the place of collage in the
relationship between the photographic and the cinematic still portraits. David Campany
discusses these issues in his various writings as well as in his conversations with Stezaker,
see notes 16 and 24 above.

35 The quotes from Stezaker cited here and below were drawn from email correspondence
with the writer before the exhibition; see also: Rainer Maria Rilke, The Notebooks of Malte
Laurids Brigge, trans.: Burton Pike (London: Penguin, 2008), pp. 14-15: "Was I an
imitator and a fool that I needed a third person to tell about the fate of two people who
were making life difficult for each other? How easily I fell into the trap. And I ought to
have known that very well that this third person, who haunts all lives and literatures,
this specter of a third who never was, has no meaning, that he must be denied. He is one
of the pretexts of nature, which is always striving to divert people's attention from her
deepest mysteries. He is the screen behind which a drama plays itself out. He is the noise
at the entrance to the voiceless silence of a genuine conflict. One might think that up to
then is had been too difficult to speak of the two the play is about; the 'third’, precisely
because he is so unreal, is the easy part of the task, they could all do him. Right at the
beginning of their plays one notices the writers' impatience to get to this third, they can
hardly wait. As soon as he arrives everything's fine. But how boring if he's delayed;

nothing can happen without him, everything stands, stops, waits."
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this caesura, this interpolation of the present into the inert homogeneity of
linear time, the contemporary puts to work a special relationship between the
different times. If [...] it is the contemporary who has broken the vertebrae
of his time [...], then he also makes of this fracture a meeting place, or an
encounter between times and generations."*

Let us re-examine those elements due to which Stezaker's work was
suspected of a nostalgic affinity with the past—namely, the media materials
from the first decades of the previous century—and to my distinction
(at the outset of this essay) between individuals who were knowingly
photographed and landscapes documented from the most impressive angle,
and those caught by the lens without their knowledge. Both are associated
with the construction of memorable moments, the construction of dreams.
Film stills, for instance—images produced especially by the studios and
disseminated for purposes of publicity and marketing—are not frames
extracted from the film, "frozen moments" isolated from the "moving image"
sequence, but rather staged images, photographed from the very outset as still
photographs, independent of the film, film stills for which the actors posed
with exaggerated gestures (calling to mind tableaux vivants)*® to represent
the entire cinematic narrative in a single shot.>* Film stills are "the sticky
aspects of the otherwise fluid medium of cinema."® Like other media images,
these are constructions—in this case, of scenes perceived as seductive to
view or unforgettable, and as such they became "the site for 'the return of

1126 n
I

the repressed detai social" embodiments of the collective unconscious,

capable of exposing the origin of stereotypical images.”” Stezaker discusses

them as "readymade memories of the film that we glance back at as we leave

22 Ibid, p. 52.

23 Tableaux vivants—staged pictures achieved by living people who stand motionless
(arrest scenes), a prevalent practice in the middle ages which became a widespread art
form in 19th-century photography—were, in themselves, a cross between painting,
theater, and photography, hence Stezaker deems them "reminiscent of the problems of
representing movement within a tradition of narrative representation that antecedes both
film and photography"; see Ades, "John Stezaker, Monteur," p. 30.

24  See Campany, "Film Still Collage Since 1979," pp. 23-24; see also: David Campany,
Photography and Cinema (London: Reaktion Books, 2008).

2S5 Stezaker in an interview with Campany, "Film Still Collage Since 1979," p. 25.

26  See Ades, "John Stezaker, Monteur," p. 30.

27  Seduction scenes, a close-up of a cinematic kiss, etc.

the cinema,” further elaborating: "the paradox is, that what the cinema
audience takes home is not a still fragment from the cinematic continuum
(a memory), but a separate image, close but still distinct from the film frame.
Like postcards, they represent not the individual's view or memory, but
another's—sometimes a generic or idealised one. I am more interested in
the way the film still substitutes for memory, or you might say creates a false
memory." Interestingly, due to their service function, the status of film stills
as the structurers of memory is short-lived: "Film stills are very fragile in this
sense, and are only momentarily meaningful in their original form of display.
Once the episodic order of the film sequence is disturbed, when the old film
stills are taken down for the next feature, the individual frames are already on
the way to shedding their content.””® Hence, in the secondhand bookshops he
visits, Stezaker encounters only the specters of the image or its doppelgangers.

The postcards in Stezaker's collages are tourist souvenirs of the romantic
type, the type which seeks the authenticity of local idiosyncrasy in the toured
site, evidence of nature and the past, petrified by its a-historical gaze to become
eternal monuments.”® Like Hollywood cinema, which was a larger-than-life
object of desire in its golden years—the landscape postcards also represent
chosen (albeit generic) sites and select vacation moments, "portrayed, like all
spectacular commodities, at a distance, and as desirable by definition."°

If we go back to Mask CXXVI [p. 66]: The old postcard, whose colors seem
to have been retouched and enhanced by manual treatment, bears an inscription
with the name of the site it was intended to invoke: Pevensey Castle on the
south coast of England. A web search yields a brief summary of its history,*'

and a more detailed information about its touristy uniqueness as the dwelling

28 See Campany, "Film Still Collage Since 1979," p. 2S.

29  See Boris Groys, Art Power (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), pp. 102-103.

30 "This particular commodity is explicitly presented as a moment of authentic life whose
cyclical return we are supposed to look forward to"; Debord, Society of the Spectacle,
thesis 153, p. 112.

31 The castle's massive walls were built by the Romans in 340 AD. The inner moated castle
was constructed in 1088 and was owned by Count Robert of Mortain, step-brother
of William the Conqueror, who invaded Britain from France and took over the fort before
defeating Kind Harold II and the Saxon army in the Battle of Hastings. Throughout the
ensuing centuries the area saw many battles, as well as hectic goods smuggling in ships

from France that moored on the nearby shore.
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novel, Une semaine de bonté (A Week of Kindness), as part of a tutorial given
to new students in the academy's rare book collection,'® which was a true
discovery for him. The fascination he developed with Joseph Cornell's work, to
which he was exposed in 1981 in an exhibition at Whitechapel Gallery, London,
is another significant landmark. In the early 1970s, it ought to be noted, a liking
for Surrealism was like swimming against the current—not a trifling matter
for someone who was taking his first steps in the art world and attempting
to form his personal expression in keeping with the beat of the Zeitgeist."”
Stezaker further notes Marcel Broodthaers's dramatization of the strangeness
of the museum space, and the exaggerated morbidity and aesthetic distance
in his works, as a source of inspiration which gave him the courage to shift
his gaze to the non-distant past and explore the modes of defamiliarizing the
image in the Surrealist practice.'® The illusion—or, possibly, fiction—which
Stezaker strives to maintain in certain works, is charged with new meanings
when it erupts from the everyday of the image culture, in which (fictive and
non-fictive) images are consumed regularly as a saturated system of codes. In
such a state of affairs, illusion is revealed to be a decoy which suspends the gaze
and sets it in motion to confront the visible. Juxtaposing fiction to everything
that is known and familiar shifts the gaze to the difference between the latent
impulses underlying the images and the conscious, at times ironic, gaze of the
artist and the updated contemporary viewer. Using such notions as illusion and
autonomy, which are so foreign to the discourse of contemporary art, Stezaker
extracts them from the aforesaid foreignness, and simultaneously—from their
commitment to past contexts, in order to harness them to a concrete statement
about the here-and-now.

In reply to David Lillington's question about the nostalgic affinities
inherent in collage, in light of Stezaker's explicit penchant for media materials
dating from the first decades of the previous century, Stezaker discusses
the importance of estrangement, disconnecting the image from temporal
contexts. He relies on Blanchot's distinction between nostalgia and "the

dignity of former times," explaining: "I feel that an attachment to the old

16 See David Campany's email interview with John Stezaker, "Film Still Collage Since 1979,"
in cat. John Stezaker (Whitechapel Gallery) (see n. 2), pp. 23-24.

17 See conversation with Stezaker in this catalogue, pp. 112-111.

18  See Lillington, "A Conversation with John Stezaker and William Horner," pp. 94-95.

is actually an attachment to the autonomy of the image—a relationship
with the image liberated from its original ties to the everyday world and its
imperatives and functions. There is a pull backwards in our confrontation
with the found image, but it is not a return [...]. It is a confrontation with
the impossibility of return.""” The pessimistic vein accompanying his
words about this confrontation—the knowledge that the articulation of the
image, in contrast to the spirit of the time, is doomed to failure—distances
Stezaker from reveling in the past, but also from a reconciled obedience to
the circumstances of our times, from both the nostalgic and the up-to-date,
placing him in the position of the contemporary, namely: the one who "cannot
escape his own time," as defined by Giorgio Agamben.*®

Let us dwell briefly on Agamben's conceptualization of "the contemporary":
Agamben relies on neurophysiological research which examined the function
of peripheral cells in the retina in the absence of light, describing the vision
called darkness as a competence and an activity at the same time. Since the
"contemporary,” he holds, is anachronistic to his time in that he does not
adapt himself to its demands, he can direct his gaze at it to identify the dark
in it. Agamben's contemporary does not allow himself "to be blinded by the
lights of the century," and "perceives the darkness of his time as something
that concerns him, as something that never ceases to engage him. Darkness is
something that—more than any light—turns directly and singularly toward
him." Darkness is the object of his gaze—Ilike the light of distant galaxies,
moving quickly in our direction, yet failing, thus granting us the darkness of
the sky at night, which is (in fact) light prevented from arriving. The effort
to see the light in the darkness is tantamount to the attempt to hold onto the
present, whose "backbone is broken," finding ourselves "in the exact point
of this fracture.” This effort, which Agamben likens to "being on time for an
appointment that one cannot but miss," is "something that, working within

chronological time, urges, presses, and transforms it,"'

extracting it from
the temporal sequence: "Those who say 'my time' actually divide time—

they inscribe into a caesura and a discontinuity. But precisely by means of

19 1Ibid, p.9S.

20 Giorgio Agamben, "What Is the Contemporary?" in: What is an Apparatus? and Other
Essays, trans. David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella (California: Stanford UP, 2009), p. 41.

21 Tbid, pp. 45-47.
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Although the practice in his works amounts to minute intervention,
Stezaker concurs to their labeling as "collages," due to his preference for the
hint of estrangement and decontextualization embedded in this term, over
the ownership implied by the concept of "appropriation,” for instance. He
values the affinity with an artistic expression which has already accumulated
history and taken shape as a system of ciphers, since he is committed to
practice from and within art. In keeping with this route of collagist praxis,
his works strike root in the modernist process which identifies fractures in
the existent without dissociating itself from it. The circumstances and world
views have indeed changed since collage was the fundamental expression of
20th-century avant-garde, but its interpretation as a symptom and a form
of resistance touches upon its very essence. I have previously discussed
collage as a mode of expression which refuses "transparency” and analyzed
its characteristics—dependence on a material image, multiplicity and
heterogeneity, fragmentation, hybridity—as means which a-priori prevent
any possibility of lucid unity.'? The collage is thus denied the absolute, be it as
it may, and its emptied-charged images signify it as a liminal event.

Stezaker enhanced and honed this liminal quality in his collages as "a form

"3__a definition which

of dwelling on the interface between image and idea
refers to the quality of sequence-non-sequence distinguishing his works. The
mutual alienation of their constituent elements is exposed the longer one
suspends the gaze at the works, while at the same time revealing the fabric of
their relationship. Let us observe Medium I (2011) [p. 56], which is composed
of two superimposed photographs. The sharp triangle cut by Stezaker in
the top photograph introduces a segment of the underlying photograph into
it—a fact which we learn from its visible continuations in the upper and right
margins. There is no logical or circumstantial link between the scene of the
women listening to the director's instructions in the bottom photograph,
and the top photograph, which portrays a ruler or some authoritarian figure
seated on a throne, with two men in his service. The two photographs differ
in coloration too; nevertheless: the compatible synthesis of the lower body

of the burlesque director with the shoulders of the man facing the throne

12 See Irith Hadar, cat. Mind the Cracks!: Collages from the Museum and from Other Collections
(Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2009).
13 Stezaker in conversation with Lillington (see n. 10), p. 96.

generates an elusive continuity between the two photographic images, which
is discernible yet does not blur their utter disparateness. The hybrid figure
of a subject who concurrently gives instructions, caught in the two parts
of the collage and forced to function in its two different roles, underscores
the caesura as a seam. By the same token, the far-fetched combination of
the dancers with the man's head in The Story III (2006) [p. 48], or the white
tigure whose upper body possibly dissolves into the wall, possibly fuses with
its black-clad neighbor in The Story IV (2006) [p. 49], do not eliminate the
illusion of sequence in the story, whose two parts all but fuse.

The circumstances of the display which Stezaker intends for his works are
those of an art object—circumstances which enable mere observation of a
precious object. In their affinity with the original (the found image itself, which
became an original after Stezaker found it and became enchanted with it), their
modest-to-tiny dimensions, and their hand-made quality, his works indeed
meet this condition. Stezaker prefers to fix the point of view: "I like the idea
that when people look at a piece of mine on the wall, they are looking at what
they might flip through in a second in a bookshop, or might find somewhere
in the world anyway, only something has happened to it—some minute thing,
like turning the image upside down—and their relationship to it has been
changed."™* Presentation on a museum or gallery wall is essential for some of
the works in which Stezaker's intervention with the found images comprising
them amounts to their upending—works such as Overworld I (1990) [p. 41],
Overworld III (1999) [p. 44], and Overworld V (2012) [p. 67]. Stezaker
characterizes them as site-specific pieces, "because ... if you put them in a
magazine or a catalogue, you have the choice to turn them upside down and
therefore destroy the illusion."'®

Stezaker's choice of the term "illusion” to describe such a "subversive" act
calls to mind the qualities of surprise and fiction at the core of the Surrealist
collage, which extracts poetry from elusive sequences between utterly disparate
elements to undermine the certainty of the distinction between reality and

representation. At Slade, Stezaker became acquainted with Max Ernst's collage

14 Stezaker interviewed in: Michael Bracewell, "Demand the Impossible and More: an
Interview," in: Mark Coetzee (ed.), cat. John Stezaker (Miami, FL: Rubbel Family
Collection, 2007), p. 37.

1S Stezaker in an interview with Bracewell, ibid., p. 33.
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the struggle for change (the Student Revolt). Guy Debord's formative book,
Society of the Spectacle, came out in 1967, introducing a theoretical platform
for the protesters. Stezaker attested to the urgency that characterized the
book's reception, when he noted that he did not wait for it to be translated
into English (in 1969), but rather struggled to read it in the original French.
In the book, which came to be known as the theoretical doctrine of the
Situationist movement, Debord (following Marx) analyzes the power
structures of contemporary society, exposing the transition from control
over the means of production to control over the means of representation,
which have nowadays penetrated every area of life, inspiring falsification,
alienation, subjugation, and separation, forcing consumerist passivity on
the individual. Art and the media, the book reveals, have been swallowed
up in the mechanisms of the spectacle, which is defined as "the historical
moment at which the commodity completes its colonization of social life. It
is not just that relationship to commodities is now plain to see," he adds, but
"commodities are now all that there is to see; the world we see is the world of
the commodity."® Discussing art, Debord describes Situationism as a reform
of the one-sided utopist-revolutionary views of Dada and Surrealism, which,
following the failure of the proletarian revolution, were locked into the field
of art, which lost its validity and became paralyzed. "Dadaism sought to
abolish art without realizing it, and Surrealism sought to realize art without
abolishing it," he explains, whereas "the critical position since worked out by
the Situationists demonstrates that the abolition and the realization of art are
inseparable aspects of a single transcendence of art.” For these reasons, they
rejected the sweeping revolution, and instead proposed subversion. Hence,
we are concerned with rejection of the unifying system, and with critical
art whose vitality is founded on consciousness of difference—contents and
processes which undermine the existent by highlighting difference.

These ideas—as well as inciteful slogans which called upon artists to leave
their studios, take a stand and act in reality—faced Stezaker (while he was
busy drawing from observation as a student of painting at the academy) with

a pressing, binding personal dilemma: how to live and operate as an artist

8  Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans: Donald Nicholson-Smith (New York: Zone
Books, 1995), thesis 42, p. 29.
9  Ibid,, thesis 191, p. 136.

in a culture of images. He had already become acquainted with the visual
expression of the Situationists (which was more accessible to him than their
writings in French) earlier, and was familiar with their habit of disrupting
conventional structures, whether by destroying the icons of commercial
capitalism (as anonymous vandals), or by "hijacking” or a contextual
"deflection” (détournement) of images "already seen" or "already read"—and
he regarded these practices as an interesting answer to that same question.
I have lingered on the Situationist doctrine not in order to present Stezaker
as the last Situationist, although his encounter with Situationism in real time
was clearly a formative event which infused his work with social and cultural
awareness anchored in resistance. The intensification of global capitalism
and its subsequent infiltration into every area of life only reinforce the
relevance of the ideas previously formulated by Debord, which echo loudly in
the contemporary discourse of mass culture and the media. Awareness of the
subordination of images to the power brokers is now common knowledge: we
have become used to "reading between the lines"—or rather, looking through
the image—thereby reaffirming this insight.

After graduation (in 1973), Stezaker began making collages of found
images combined with text. This practice metamorphosed through different
modes and materials until it consolidated as a collage which "offers a vantage
point that is subversive of the usual cause and effect involved in intentionality

and meaning,""*

and disruption of the specific media images which came to
be the hallmark of his works. The media images which Stezaker extracts,
distorts, and presents to us, in their obscurity, contribute to repatriating us
from the exile of our image-consumption bulimic habits to art, as a home to
the gaze. "My work," Stezaker concludes, "has been about negotiating that
threshold between the materiality and the immateriality of the image [...].
Most pessimistically, I see the punctuation of the image as a form of cultural
resistance that is destined to failure within the inexorable and seamless flows

of the technologised image."11

10  Stezaker in: David Lillington, "A Conversation with John Stezaker and William Horner,"
cat. John Stezaker: Fumetti (Bremen: Gesellschaft fiir aktuelle Kunst, 2008), pp. 82-98.

11  Stezaker quoted in: cat. Collage: The Unmonumental Picture, eds. Laura J. Hoptman,
Richard Flood and Massimiliano Gioni (New York: The New Museum of Contemporary
Art, 2008), pp. 116-118.
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status of an unread book, that which is "not written."” Through the enigmatic
images he presents to us, John Stezaker asks the viewers-readers to deviate
from their habits of image consumption, as it were (namely, to rid themselves
of their immediate pinning on this or that given context), and instead to
suspend the gaze and punctuate a space of observation which is not guided
by context, a space of fascination. This inkling of a charmed response—an
uncontrollable thrill or insight—is the goal prompting Stezaker to select the
image, to extract it from the visual heap, only to distort it and present it to us
in such a way that will make us observe it and signify it anew.® In the given
situation of an image culture, Stezaker seems to seek a beholder who is akin
to the "unique reader” whom Maurice Blanchot addressed when he wrote:
"Author and reader are equals with respect to the work and in it. Both are
unique. Neither has any existence except through this work and based upon
it. [...] Rather, both are unique. This means that the reader is no less 'unique'
than the author. For he as well is the one who, each time, speaks the poem as if
afresh, not as an echo of the already spoken and already understood."

A visit to the exhibition or a browse through the works in the catalogue
likewise provide an encounter with images whose otherness is reinforced.
Portraits concealed in landscape postcards; hybrid portraits which
momentarily appear to be a face in motion, yet a closer look reveals them
to be two portraits fused together; photographs which represent hidden
narratives brought together to form an elusive "non-whole"—all these are
collages whose enigmatic games are constituted while obeying certain rules,
new processes conceived by Stezaker to set them apart from known linguistic
games. The exhibits in the exhibition and catalogue attest that Stezaker
composes his collages from fixed content materials. These include, primarily,
film stills, portraits of movie stars, and landscape postcards. The collages are
juxtaposed with tiny images which make up The 3rd Person Archive culled
consistently since 1976—another channel of activity sustained by Stezaker,
which differs from that of the collages in his degree of involvement with the

materials: extraction and composition in the collages, extraction and isolation

4 Tbid, p. 195.
5 Seethe conversation with Stezaker in this catalogue, p. 110.
6  Blanchot, "Characteristics of the Work of Art," The Space of Literature, p. 227.

only in The 3rd Person Archive. Another difference (and here I am tempted
to get ahead of myself): the collage materials are photographs of individuals
photographed knowingly and of landscapes documented for a purpose,
whereas the constituent elements of The 3rd Person Archive are clearly details
from an absent whole, unknowingly caught by the lens.

The dates reveal that the series are works in progress, and they remain open
for long periods of time. The construction of the works is relatively constant
too: since the late 1970s Stezaker's collages have consisted of only two images.
The procedures he applies to them—selecting, framing, cutting, aligning the
point of view—are indeed typical of photography, yet the act of cutting which
interferes with the whole, always present in the works with great clarity, possesses
the quality of a line in a painterly composition. The decisiveness, sharpness, and
precision of these lines highlight the artist's gestures, exposing a certain degree
of destructiveness in his manner of intervention with the images, in which one
may also identify a multiplicity of diagonals and a certain consistency, nearly
serial in itself, in terms of the modes of cutting and composition.

The cutting and extraction of images in order to combine (in the collages) or
isolate (in The 3rd Person Archive) them are acts of subtraction or data removal.
In Stezaker's work, the addition is also characterized as subtraction, since the
attached postcard, which adds information, replaces and hides the information
conveyed by the image underneath it. Note, for instance, Mask CXXVI (2011)
[p. 66], in which a landscape photograph conceals a photographed woman's
face, replacing the convex (the facial curves) with the concave (a cave?), to
imply the existence of an interior which is, at once, breached open to a distant
horizon: with this act, "the dark spaces of subjectivity seem somehow blasted
through, exposed, and emptied out."” Stezaker employs subtraction to distort
the media image; it is intended to destroy its very essence: through subtraction
he undermines the clarity of the original images, nullifying the quality which
a-priori made them so suitable for their purpose, so usable.

Stezaker became exposed to the insight that we live in a culture of images,
in which the image is subordinated to the Capitalist system, back at the end
of his first year of studies at the Slade School of Art, London. The year was
1968, and the students at Slade—like their peers in Paris—spearheaded

7 See conversation with Stezaker in this catalogue, p. 101.
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development, and for the fascinating dialogue spawned by both his words
and images. Thanks to The Approach Gallery, London, and to the two other
lenders who wish to remain anonymous. Special thanks to Jake Miller and the
gallery team—Mike Allen, Mary Cork, and Katy Partridge—for the meticulous
photographs of the works in the catalogue and the invaluable help throughout
all phases of the exhibition and catalogue production. Many thanks to Karsten
Schubert, Doro Globus and Louisa Green from Ridinghouse, London, for the
initiative and the cooperation; and thanks to Yona Fischer for suggesting the
title of the exhibition.

Heartfelt thanks to Irith Hadar, the curator of the exhibition and editor of
the catalogue, and to Dalit Matatyahu, the associate curator, for their insights
on Stezaker's oeuvre. Thanks are also due to all the other partners in this
project: to Magen Halutz for the punctilious design of the catalogue; to text
editor Daphna Raz for her ability to elucidate the words and infuse them with
magic; to Daria Kassovsky for the attentive English translation. Last but not
least, thanks to all the members of the Museum staff who were involved in the

implementation of the exhibition for their devoted work.

Suzanne Landau

Director and Chief Curator

Arresting Resistance

Irith Hadar

Someone is observing us: a young man looks at us aslant from one of the
banners hung on the Museum's fagade, and we answer his gaze, drawn into
the defying surface of an incomprehensible image inserted into the encoded
space of our existence. Observation alone cannot decipher or label that seen
by the eye, cannot resolve this interruption to the edicts of clarity, or elucidate
the photographic image whose origin is unknown; nevertheless, something
happened in its course: we have become conscious of the other presence of an
image."

In mass culture, which is based on the continuous, uniform flow of
reticulated, tagged images, the image has too much and too little presence.
Redundancy undermines awareness, dissolves the differences, and even
subverts the immediacy of visual communication—the one responsible
for those reality dimensions which cannot be put into words, and for its
contradictory aspects which elude conceptualization. To infuse the image
with a purpose, to restrict it to one frame of reference—whether we submit to
the coded image and its given context like obedient consumers, or we are ready
and eager to identify in it the webs of power—is "to annul it as aninstrument of
cognition."” Losing its idiosyncrasy, its capacity to demonstrate "the exclusive

void within which the work seems to want to dwell,"* the image is pushed to the

1 The hidden image is the banner created by John Stezaker for the exhibition at Tel Aviv
Museum of Art, a version of a collage which is not featured in it (Untitled, 1987). It serves
as an apt introduction to a show whose exhibits still tempt one to prolonged observation
and examination of detail in an attempt to reconstruct that which was lost in a visual
culture founded entirely on excess, flickering, unification, and flattening (see also the
image on the cover of this catalogue).

2 See Mircea Eliade, quoted in: Dawn Ades, "John Stezaker, Monteur," cat. John Stezaker
(London: Whitechapel Gallery and Ridinghouse, 2011), p. 25.

3 Maurice Blanchot, "Communication and the Work: Reading," The Space of Literature,
trans. Ann Smock (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1982), p. 192.
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Foreword

The 'found image' is a very important term. It's not the image
that has resulted from a search—it's found.!

— John Stezaker

The title of John Stezaker's exhibition at Tel Aviv Museum of Art, "One on
One," conceals the conceptual aspect underlying both his utterance and his
practice: found images are extracted-cut from media banks "one on one"; "one
on one" they are placed-joined to one another and one atop the other; "one on
one" their encounter with the viewer is constituted.

Rousing a renewed interest in the past decade, Stezaker's collages are
composed via manual processes from film stills and old postcards which
he finds (or, rather, which "find him," as he puts it). It is the thrill produced
in the encounter with the image that guides Stezaker's choices. His collagist
combinations strive to furnish the extracted images with a new appearance,
independent of the purposefulness imprinted in them in today's visual-
consumerist culture, which condemned them to disappearance and silence.
The encounter with the unknown otherness of the image may result in a flash
of consciousness or insight within the uncontrolled image flow inundating us
in contemporary reality.

Tel Aviv Museum of Art is pleased to present Stezaker's exhibition, which
exposes a representative selection of his work for the first time in Israel. This
exposure is highly pertinent today in view of the resonating influence of his art,
discernible in the work of many young Israeli artists. We are grateful to John

Stezaker for accepting our invitation, for his involvement in the exhibition's

1  Stezaker in an interview: Michael Bracewell, "Demand the Impossible and More: an
Interview," in: Mark Coetzee (ed.), cat. John Stezaker (Miami, FL: Rubbel Family
Collection, 2007), pp. 31-32.
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