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Seachange is an international journal based at McGill 
University which welcomes contributions from a wide range 
of disciplinary backgrounds. Its mission is to reconfigure 
inherited critical discourses in art, media, culture, and 
technology. Each issue is structured around a singular 
theoretical and affective event, conceived as an “intellectual 
moment,’’ where critical discourses react and readjust 
themselves. Seachange is published electronically, and 
presents norm-challenging scholarly articles, discussions, and 
statements of position occurring across national, disciplinary, 
and hierarchical boundaries. These are enriched through a 
selection of interviews, and translations or commentaries of 
noteworthy past and present publications. 

 
 
 
 

 



2013 | AGE 

Over 40 years ago, Susan Sontag wrote that “growing older 
is mainly an ordeal of the imagination—a moral disease, a 
social pathology.” While Sontag’s reflection focused, 
primarily, on the diverging temporal, social, and existential 
experiences of men and women in the face of ageing, the 2013 
issue of Seachange aims to posit age as a multifaceted 
theoretical tool which cuts across a range of disciplines. The 
paradox of age—that it can be conceptualized as both event 
and longue durée—facilitates an in-depth enquiry into its 
philosophical, historical, and theoretical dimensions. With its 
fourth issue, Seachange builds an environmental-intellectual 
portrait of age that questions how we conceptualize and live 
age as a sweep of delimited time, a state of biological 
evolution, and an active act of judgment that parses past, 
present, and future, and that can encompass both human and 
non-human actors.   
 
The foremost mission of Seachange is to promote a high 
degree of scholarly creativity. Contributions based on a wide 
range of approaches are welcome.  Beyond an engagement 
with age as a theoretical and affective event, the present issue 
of Seachange might also act as a platform for the examination 
of rapidly evolving academic cultures. 
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Seachange est une revue internationale de l’Université McGill 
qui publie des articles relevant de nombreuses disciplines. La 
revue voudrait contribuer à reconfigurer les discours 
critiques dans le domaine des arts, des médias, de la culture et 
des nouvelles technologies. Chaque numéro s’organise autour 
d’un événement d’ordre théorique et affectif. Cet événement 
est conçu comme un « moment intellectuel » au cours duquel 
des interactions et des réajustements se produisent au niveau 
des discours critiques. Seachange paraît sous forme 
numérique. La revue présente des articles novateurs ainsi que 
des discussions et des prises de position qui dépassent les 
frontières nationales, disciplinaires ou hiérarchiques. S’y 
ajoutent un choix d’entrevues, ainsi que des traductions ou 
des commentaires sur d’importants textes anciens ou récents. 
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Il y a un peu plus de quarante ans, Susan Sontag écrivait 
que « vieillir, c’est pour l’imagination une terrible épreuve 
– c’est une maladie morale, une pathologie sociale ». Sa 
réflexion se concentrait sur la divergence qui existait entre 
hommes et femmes quant à leur expérience temporelle, 
sociétale et existentielle du vieillissement. À l’inverse, le 
quatrième numéro de Seachange propose de faire de l’âge 
un outil théorique à multiples facettes qui va croiser une 
série de disciplines. Au centre de l’âge, un paradoxe : il 
peut être conçu autant comme un événement que dans la 
longue durée. Ceci permet une étude approfondie de ses 
dimensions philosophiques, historiques, théoriques. Avec 
ce numéro, Seachange dresse le portrait environnemental et 
intellectuel de l’âge. Il s’agit de savoir comment nous 
concevons l’âge, comment nous le vivons. En effet, l’âge 
s’offre à nous comme une durée temporelle bien délimitée, 
mais par ailleurs il correspond à un état de notre évolution 
biologique. L’âge enfin peut agir comme un acte de 
jugement, impliquant des acteurs humains ou non et 
départageant passé, présent et futur. 
 
Seachange se donne pour mission de promouvoir un haut 
degré de créativité dans la recherche. Toutes les approches 
critiques sont les bienvenues. Au-delà du sujet traité – 
l’âge dans sa dimension théorique et affective – ce nouveau 
numéro de Seachange espère fonctionner comme une 
plateforme donnant à voir la rapide évolution des cultures 
académiques. 
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Inscriptions of Time: Towards a Multilevelled Conceptualization of Age 

Caroline Bem (McGill University) 

 

On December 25, 2013, Edward Snowden addressed a two-minute alternative 

Christmas message to the world, from Russia with love via the British 

television station Channel 4. The short speech, of course, was part of 

Snowden’s relentless campaign denouncing what he terms a “worldwide 

system of mass surveillance.” We live in an age where privacy is on the cusp of 

being rendered obsolete, Snowden warns us. “A child born today will grow up 

with no conception of privacy at all.”1 Snowden’s symbolically invested child 

serves as a blank screen upon which a vision of the future is projected. The 

message, however brief and unassuming, aims to stir our collective 

consciousness and, perhaps, make history; in fact, it could almost be viewed as 

a 21st century equivalent of that other landmark speech whose 50th 

anniversary was celebrated in Washington this past summer. But whereas 

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “four little children” were cast in the hopeful role of 

awaiting the day when they would “not be judged by the color of their skin but 

by the content of their character,” the rhetorical figure of Snowden’s lone child 

exists in a dark present of almost-certain condemnation: “They’ll never know 

what it means to have a private moment to themselves, an unrecorded, 

unanalyzed thought.”2  

 
1 Catherine Taibi, “Edward Snowden to Deliver Channel 4’s Christmas 

Message,” Huffington Post (24 December, 2013 and January 16, 2014) 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/12/24/edward-snowden-christmas-channel-
4_n_4498386.html (accessed January 20, 2014). 

2 Ibid. 



 
 
 
 
 

SEACHANGE | AGE 

 2 

 

Whether bleak or hopeful, in both of these instances, the essence of the 

present age, or epoch, is defined and made graspable in relation to the 

biological age of the youngest members of society—the citizens of tomorrow. 

In accordance with what François Hartog has termed “presentism,” Snowden 

applies the principles of responsibility and precaution to a future which, to 

avoid catastrophe, requires from us that we alter our present now.3  However, 

the interplay conjured up in his short speech between historical/collective and 

biological/individual time, between an already-historicized present and a 

future forever being predicted, is not only a potent rhetorical image. It also 

speaks to the conceptual richness of “Age,” which is what this fourth issue of 

Seachange is interested in parsing. 

A brief enumeration of the most common associations conjured up by the 

term “Age” suffices to show how it mobilizes multiple levels of interplay 

between the individual and the collective, the biological and the historical. 

Thus, the present age is often viewed through the lens of a raging societal 

obsession with youth, going hand in hand with the so-called acceleration of 

time noted by historians since the early 1980s and now generally attributed to 

the rise of digital culture and the sense of ubiquity brought about by the 

omnipresence of new technologies in our everyday lives.4 Since Simone de 

 
3 François Hartog, Régimes d’historicité: Présentisme et expériences du temps (Paris: 

Éditions du Seuil, 2003), 211-215. 
4 For a number of historians, the idea that, in the modern era, the fundamental 

tripartition of past-present-future is subjected to all kinds of shocks and distortions 
points to a significant crisis of temporality, understood alternatively as an acceleration 
of time by Reinhart Koselleck or, on the contrary, as a stretching out of time into 
longue durée by Fernand Braudel. The notions of a closed future, as in Félix Torres’ 
writings, and of the acceleration of time as described by Koselleck, can also be applied 
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Beauvoir wrote her exhaustive treatise on the social, historical and 

philosophical implications of ageing in 1970, the question of ageism, which is a 

direct result of youth-obsession, has only come more strongly into focus.5 

Even long after Susan Sontag pointed out the “double-standard of ageing” in 

1972,6 the fear of old age and its ramifications—such as the spiral of aesthetic 

surgery its mere threat elicits—continues to be one of the principal sites 

where gender equality is negotiated. In 2011, for the first time in history, 

women surpassed men in overall education attainment in Canada, and in both 

college and bachelor degrees in the US.7 Yet, that very same year, a writer for 

one of The Globe and Mail’s blogs reported on the rise of a disturbing recent 

trend in the UK and US which was also spreading throughout Canadian 

aesthetic plastic surgery clinics: labioplasty, a form of female genital cosmetic 

surgery seeking to reduce the size of the labia minora in women showing no 

signs of physiological anomaly. While not related specifically to ageing, this 

 
to new media practices: the closed aspect of the future is highly reminiscent of the lack 
of true choice within new media environments—the impression that everything, from 
our path through a website to global political events, has been pre-written or 
scripted—while that of acceleration relates back to ideas of ubiquity and chronic lack 
of time within the network society. See Fernand Braudel, “La longue durée” Annales. 
Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations 13 4 (1958), 725-753; Fernand Braudel, Écrits sur 
l’histoire (Paris: Flammarion, 1969); Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics 
of Historical Change, trans. Keith Tribe (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985); Félix 
Torres, Déjà vu. Post et néo-modernisme: Le Retour du passé (Paris: Ramsay, 1986). 

5 Simone de Beauvoir, La Vieillesse Vols. 1 and 2 (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 
1970). 

6 Susan Sontag, “The Double Standard of Aging,” The Saturday Review 
(September 23, 1972), 29-38. 

7 For Canadian figures, see The Canadian Press, “More Women Than Men Have 
Post-Secondary Education,” CBC News: Canada (June 26, 2013) 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/more-women-than-men-have-post-secondary-
education-1.1358656 (access January 20, 2014). For US figures, see Associated Press, 
“In a First, Women Surpass Men in College Degrees,” CBS News (April 26, 2011) 
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/in-a-first-women-surpass-men-in-college-degrees/ 
(accessed January 20, 2014). 



 
 
 
 
 

SEACHANGE | AGE 

 4 

trend goes hand in hand with other procedures that fall under the general 

category of female genital cosmetic surgery, some of which seek to increase 

sexual response and others, such as vaginal tightening, which are a direct 

response to the effects of childbirth and ageing on the female body.8 Within 

the context of frequent reports of “successful women” battling stress,9 body 

image issues and even serious mental illness, such as late-onset anorexia,10 it 

becomes evident that, for women, societal developments of longstanding 

historical import and the construction of ageing as a “moral disease”11 remain 

in conflict even today. However, as recent figures make clear, men are 

 
8 It is generally thought that more and more women are turning to this 

procedure in order to conform to an aesthetic ideal promoted through increased 
exposure to mainstream pornographic imagery. See Zosia Belsky, “Women Pursue 
Labioplasty Even When They’re ‘Normal’ Down There: Study,” The Globe and Mail 
“Hot Button” Blog (August 25, 2011) http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/the-hot-
button/women-pursue-labioplasty-even-when-theyre-normal-down-there-
study/article616905/ (accessed January 20, 2014). See also Hayley Mick, “Hit Me 
With Your Best Shot,” The Globe and Mail (August 2, 2007) 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/hit-me-with-your-best-shot/article1079764/ 
(accessed January 20, 2014). 

9 In addition to Anne-Marie Slaughter’s oft-cited The Atlantic piece denouncing 
the impossibility of juggling the demands of a high-ranking job with those of family 
life, a recent wave of articles report on women who abandoned their careers in order 
to devote themselves to their families. See Anne-Marie Slaughter, “Why Women Still 
Can’t Have It All,” The Atlantic (June 13, 2012) 
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/07/why-women-still-cant-
have-it-all/309020/ (accessed January 21, 2014); Gaby Hinsliff, “I had it all, but I 
didn’t have a Life,” The Guardian (November 1, 2009) 
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2009/nov/01/gaby-hinsliff-quits-working-
motherhood (accessed January 21, 2014); Rosa Prince, “Louisa Mensch, MP quits to 
care for family” The Telegraph (August 6, 2012) 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/9455344/Louise-Mensch-MP-quits-to-
care-for-young-family.html (accessed January 20, 2014). 

10 See for example: Randi Hutter Epstein, “When Eating Disorders Strike in 
Midlife,” The New York Times (July 13, 2009) 
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/health/healthguide/esn-eating-disorders-ess.html 
(accessed January 20, 2014). 

11 Sontag, “The Double-Standard,” 29. 
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increasingly affected by similar developments, with a 106% increase in 

cosmetic procedures noted between 1997 and 2012 by the American Society 

for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery.12 

 
*** 

 
The present issue of Seachange, then, is divided into two categories. The first 

deals with specific aspects of the above-mentioned issues and, in particular, 

with questions of sexuality, well-being and long-term care that arise for both 

men and women in maturity and old age. Thus, through an analysis of three 

recent German films, Tatjana Schmidt explores the recent turn to a haptic 

representation of the ageing, predominantly female body and its possible role 

in easing social tensions and resolving ageist sentiments among Germany’s 

rapidly-ageing population.  Focusing, this time, on ageing men, Hélène 

Laurin’s contribution to this issue takes as its starting point the 

autobiographical writings of Mötley Crüe frontman Nikki Sixx. In particular, 

Laurin is interested in Sixx’s turn toward a brand of self-help which equates 

maturity with the attainment of wisdom and well-being. Turning to the 

question of long-term care, Annmarie Adams and Sally Chivers offer a 

nuanced and enlightening comparative account of several elderly care 

facilities. By drawing on examples of both interior and exterior architecture, 

as well as on an analysis of the visual content generated by institutions for 

 
12 “Men had almost 1 million cosmetic procedures, 10% of the total. The number 

of cosmetic procedures for men increased over 106% from 1997. The top five surgical 
procedures for men were: liposuction, rhinoplasty, eyelid surgery, breast reduction to 
treat enlarged male breast, and ear shaping.” American Society for Aesthetic Plastic 
Surgery, Press Center, “Statistics 2012” (no date) 
http://www.surgery.org/media/news-releases/cosmetic-procedures-increase-in-2012 
(accessed January 21, 2014). 
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promotional purposes online, the authors draw attention to the ways in which 

the manufacturing of a homelike décor serves to mask the highly institutional 

and rigid organization of such facilities.  

The second thread of writings presented in what follows explore other 

implications of “Age.” In particular, the question of time is taken up from a 

variety of angles. Marcienne Martin opens this issue with a theorization of age 

that is rooted in the notion of programmability. If the programmed life-span is 

a founding principle of biological life, asks Martin, what roles can be assigned 

in turn to structural and stochastic processes in the construction of our 

understanding of age? By looking successively at genetic, developmental and 

temporal aspects of programmability, Martin argues that biological age 

functions as a conceptual tool allowing us to apprehend the greater flow of 

time, where programmability forever verges on entropy. Going one step 

further, Rafico Ruiz weighs the viability and implications of an emerging 

geological concept, the “Anthropocene,” which is currently being evaluated for 

its ability to convey a geological paradigm shift wherein human activity on the 

earth’s ecological systems has become the dominant global geophysical force. 

Ruiz foregrounds the concept of “medium,” defined according to Mark Hansen 

and W. J. T. Mitchell, to bridge the gap between the evental, spatialized and 

relational dimensions of inscribed time. In Ruiz’s reading, then, the 

Anthropocene emerges as the spatio-historical locus where human actors and 

the environment intersect in what is always fundamentally a mediated 

relation. A somewhat similar concern, this time with the idea of age as 

geological inscription, underlies Pascale McCullough Manning and Andrea 

Charise’s contribution, which studies George Eliot’s Silas Marner: The Weaver 

of Raveloe (1861) as an instance of the “geological imaginary.” Combining 

attentive textual analysis and creative originality (McCullough Manning 
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provided an original hand-cut block print of a fossilized trilobite as a visual 

marker for the essay’s sections), the authors explore the ways in which Eliot’s 

novel superimposes the workings of geological time onto one man’s ageing 

body, while taking care to relate the novel’s overarching project to ongoing 

concerns with temporal inscriptions of age in contemporary artistic practice.  

From geologically inscribed time it is only one leap to preservation, the 

question examined by Natalie Bussey in a piece that poses the problem of 

ageing contemporary art. Through an account that mixes theoretical 

reflections with vivid accounts of her recent visits to the studio of 

Contemporary Conservation Limited in New York, Bussey questions what she 

calls “the strange ahistorical veneer of the contemporary.”13 Ultimately, she 

argues that, in order to enrich our thinking on the problematic category of 

“the contemporary” within art theoretical discourse, we must not only 

consider a work’s ageing and reception history, but also the stage of its 

restoration and conservation as well.  

Finally, a political portrait of the present age is traced by Cayley 

Sorochan in her review of Gregory Elliott’s recent translation of Alain 

Badiou’s The Rebirth of History: Times of Riots and Uprisings ([2011] 2012). As 

its title suggests, Badiou’s essay posits contemporary political uprisings, such 

as the events of the Arab Spring, as the catalysts of a return of History with a 

capital H. In addition to parsing the constituents of the political efficacy of 

riots, Badiou’s text is particularly valuable for its undaunted exploration of the 

dictatorial dimension of popular democracy, a paradox which hinges on the 

continuity between the egalitarian democracy internal to movements and the 

popular dictatorship they impose externally. 

 
13 W.J.T. Mitchell, “Images,” in What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of 

Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 52.  
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It is our hope that, taken together, the wide range of disciplinary methods 

and object choices evidenced across these contributions will offer a multi-

levelled portrait of “Age,” demonstrating the concept’s rich potential and 

opening the way for ongoing elaborations of its numerous philosophical, 

historical, and theoretical dimensions. 

 

Caroline Bem is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Art History and 

Communication Studies at McGill University. Her thesis, titled “From 

Writing Tablets to System Reboots: Death Proof and the Cinematic Diptych,” 

examines Quentin Tarantino’s 2007 film Death Proof from the perspective of 

art history, narrative theory and (video)game studies. She was the Assistant 

Editor for the journal Intermédialités which is based at Université de Montréal 

(www.intermedialites.ca) and she is co-founder and co-editor of Seachange. Her 

wider research interests include narrative theory in film, literature, and video 

games, as well as contemporary art ranging from painting to performance and 

new media installations. She has published exhibition reviews in Border 

Crossings, Canadian Art and Ciel Variable. 
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L’âge ou le temps apprivoisé de la programmation cosmologique 

Marcienne Martin (Université de la Réunion) 

 

De la singularité initiale à l’éternité en passant par l’âge et la durée, le 

concept de temps a fait l’objet de nombre d’études tant philosophiques que 

mathématiques. L’analyse de la durée de vie, quel que soit l’objet qu’elle 

recouvre, montre qu’une programmation existe en amont de tout système 

ordonné. Des invariants comme le génome ou des variables diverses ont 

une incidence sur la durée de la structure organisée à partir de la 

programmation de base, c’est-à-dire que ledit objet peut basculer dans 

l’entropie et intégrer un mode temporel en achronie. 

 

From initial singularity to eternity, and by way of age and duration, the 

concept of time has been widely theorized from philosophical and 

mathematical perspectives alike. Regardless of their objects of analysis, 

discussions focused on the notion of the “life span” reveal that a form of 

temporal programming lies at the basis of any ordered system. Both 

variables and invariables, such as genomes, are shown to have an impact 

on the duration of the structures that are organized around this 

fundamental durational programming; in other words, any object at all 

times carries within itself the potential to cross over into entropy, and thus 

integrate an achronous model of temporality. 
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De la singularité initiale à l’éternité en passant par l’âge et la durée, le 

concept de temps a fait l’objet de nombre d’études tant philosophiques que 

mathématiques. Le temps, inscrit dans la matière, en programme 

l’évolution et la durée. Quant à l’âge, unité lexicale ayant pour valeur 

sémantique : « Durée totale de la vie humaine — Période quelconque de la 

vie humaine1 », elle correspond à un moment particulier du temps, à un 

regard sur celui-ci, à son évaluation et son apprivoisement par le genre 

humain. L’analyse de la durée de vie, quel que soit l’objet qu’elle recouvre, 

montre qu’une programmation existe en amont de tout système ordonné. 

En effet, de la paramécie à l’hominidé, chaque classe d’objets appartenant 

au monde du vivant, y compris le végétal, est programmée pour une durée 

de vie donnée. Des invariants comme le génome ou des variables diverses 

(évènements, modes de vie, résultats de recherches scientifiques variées, 

maladies…) ont une incidence sur la durée de la structure organisée à 

partir de la programmation de base, c’est-à-dire que ledit objet peut 

basculer dans l’entropie et intégrer un mode temporel en achronie. Quant 

au paradigme du vivant, dans sa construction il a utilisé les briques de 

l’univers, soit la structure moléculaire en formant le soubassement, et ceci 

à partir d’un code génétique donné. 

Dans cet article, nous nous interrogerons sur ce phénomène qu’est la 

programmation de la durée d’existence de tel objet du monde. À quel 

moment se met-elle en place ? Y aurait-il une structure non repérée ainsi 

que des modèles qui en permettraient la réalisation ? Quelle part le 

phénomène stochastique prend-il dans cet évènement ? La notion d’âge 

n’est-elle pas une tentative de circonscrire et de comprendre cette 

programmation cosmologique ? 

 

 

 
1 Trésor de la Langue Française informatisé (TLFi), www.atilf.atilf.fr/ (visité le 

5 février 2013). 
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1. De la programmation des objets du vivant : le code génétique 

 
Nommer les objets du monde2, qu’ils soient matériels ou immatériels, est 

un processus cognitif qui permet au genre humain à la fois de se repérer et 

de donner un sens à son étrange destinée. Si la nomination, par le biais du 

langage, subsume différents systèmes organisationnels, ces derniers 

varient en fonction des champs sémantiques concernés. Ainsi, la taxinomie 

des différents règnes du vivant est de type arborescent et réticulaire. En 

effet, que ce soit Pline l’Ancien3 ou Linné4, naturalistes, ou encore Fabre5, 

entomologiste, pour ne citer que ces chercheurs, tous ont constaté à 

travers leurs études que les objets formant le monde du vivant possèdent à 

la fois des composantes en commun et des différences. Par ailleurs, chaque 

espèce, qu’elle soit végétale ou animale, hominidés compris, est 

programmée tant dans sa durée moyenne de vie que dans son génotype6 

d’appartenance. Dans le cadre de la programmation, l’organisation est 

donc sous-tendue par une dynamique qui en transforme les structures. 

S’agissant du règne du vivant, il semble que la programmation, quelle que 

soit la forme qu’elle prenne, en soit un des principes. Si le terme 

« programmation » renvoie à différents secteurs de l’activité humaine 

(spectacle, administration, mathématique, informatique), l’ensemble des 

 
2 Le terme « objet » est pris ici dans son sens généraliste : « Ce qui a une 

existence en soi, indépendante de la connaissance ou de l’idée que peut en avoir 
l’être pensant », « Objet, »  Centre National de Ressources Textuelles et Lexicales 
(CNRTL), www.cnrtl.fr/definition/objet (visité le 15 avril 2013). 

3 Pline L’Ancien, Histoire naturelle Livre XXI, (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 
1969). 

4 Carl Von Linné, Systema naturae per regna tria naturae : secundum classes, 
ordines, genera, species cum characteribus, differentiis, sinonimis, locis (Tomus 1 / [Pars 
1] / Caroli a Linné impensis Laurentii Salvii (Holmiae), 1766-1768), 
www.catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb37273248d (visité le 26 avril 2013). 

5 Jean-Henri Fabre, Souvenirs entomologiques Livre I, (Paris: Éditions du 
groupe « Ebooks libres et gratuits », 1879). 

6 « Ensemble des caractères somatiques ou psychologiques qu’un individu ou 
une espèce reçoit par transmission héréditaire et qui sont véhiculés par les 
gènes », « Génotype, »  CNRTL, www.cnrtl.fr/definition/génotype (visité le 15 
avril 2013).  
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définitions qui lui sont relatives possède en commun les sens de : 

organisation d’un programme, mode d’élaboration, méthode de 

détermination et ensemble des opérations7, ce qui signifie que la 

stochastique8 n’a rien à voir avec ce phénomène.  

L’activation des codes génétiques sous-tendant tel objet du vivant en 

engage les structures à travers une agrégation bien spécifique. Comme le 

souligne Furelaud9 : « L’information génétique est conservée par la cellule 

au niveau de son ADN. Cette information est transcrite en ARNm, puis 

traduite en protéines. Ce sont ces protéines fonctionnelles qui sont 

l’expression de l’information génétique. » Si les différents paramètres 

formant un être humain peuvent varier en fonction du phénotype10 de 

l’individu, il n’en reste pas moins que chaque organe possède une place 

particulière au sein de la structure organique et une seule. Par ailleurs, 

Philippe et al. stipulent11: « Les espèces actuelles contiennent dans leur 

génome des séquences héritées d’un ancêtre commun » et de  préciser : 

« Les eucaryotes forment un ensemble de lignées au sein duquel — avec 

les animaux, les plantes et les champignons — se retrouvent tous les 

grands groupes biologiques qui, pour la majorité d’entre nous, paraissent 

constituer l’essentiel de la diversité du vivant. […] et, de surcroît, 

contenant notre propre espèce ». Ces transformations successives dont le 

 
7 « Programmation,» CNRTL, www.cnrtl.fr/definition/programmation 

(visité le 15 avril 2013). 
8 « Qui dépend, qui résulte du hasard », « Stochastique, CNRTL,  

www.cnrtl.fr/definition/stochastique (visité le 15 avril 2013). 
9 Gilles FurelAud « Le code génétique : lecture du tableau » — février 2003, 

www.snv.jussieu.fr/vie/documents/codegenet/#intro (visité le 25 avril 2013). 
10 Ensemble des caractères observables, apparents, d’un individu, d’un 

organisme dus aux facteurs héréditaires (génotype) et aux modifications apportées 
par le milieu environnant. 

11 H. Philippe, A. Germot, H. Le Guyader, et A. Adoutte, « Que savons-nous 
de l’histoire évolutive des eucaryotes ? 1. L’arbre universel du vivant et les 
difficultés de la reconstruction phylogénétique » dans Med Sci 11 8 (I-XIII, 1995), 
1-2. 
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temps est l’agent obligatoire n’intégreraient-elles pas un phénomène de 

morphogenèse ? 

 

La structuration de la matière agrégée au sein d’une forme déterminée 

renvoie à la programmation informatique dont la base est le système 

binaire au sein duquel des séries de chiffres encodent un programme qui 

apparaitra grâce à des logiciels pouvant le réaliser. Dans le cas de figure du 

vivant, l’ADN ne jouerait-il pas le rôle du langage informatique et le temps 

celui du logiciel réalisateur du programme ? La programmation définit à la 

fois le génotype de telle ou telle espèce, mais aussi sa durée de vie que ce 

soit au niveau de l’organisme unicellulaire (paramécie) ou pluricellulaire 

(organismes complexes) (tableau 1). 

 

Tableau 112 — Durée de vie de quelques participants du règne du vivant 

Abeille (reine) : 

5 ans 

Aigle : 30 ans Alligator : 55 

ans 

Anguille : 80 ans 

Chêne 

pédonculé : 2000 

ans 

Ephemeroptera 

2 à 3 jours  

Homme : 123 

ans 

Lichen : 1000 

ans 

Mouche 

femelle : 29 

jours 

Mouche mâle : 

17 jours 

Séquoia : 6000 

ans 

Cellule de la 

rétine maximum 

10 jours13   

 

 

 

 

 
12 Jean Schwartz, La Fureur de se distinguer — Réflexions sur la vieillesse et 

l’âgisme, l’utopie et le racisme  (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2006), 95.  
13 Jean-Luc Nothias, « Pourquoi change-t-on  de corps tous les quinze ans? » 

www.sciences-technologies.lefigaro.fr/cellule-duree-de-vie.html (visité le 23 avril 
2013). 
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Comme le stipule Darmouni: 

 Le vivant n’est qu’un perpétuel renouvellement : dès son apparition 
une cellule du corps humain porte en elle les instructions de sa mort 
future afin de permettre à une autre cellule plus jeune de prendre sa 
place14.   

 

2. De la réalisation des objets du monde du vivant : le temps 

 
La matière considérée stricto sensu est composée d’atomes subsumant des 

objets comme les quarks, les neutrinos, etc. Chaque atome a une identité 

qui lui est propre : par exemple, un atome d’hydrogène n’est pas identique 

à un atome d’hélium15. Le paradigme atomique participe des « briques » 

qui forment l’univers et dont les diverses combinaisons vont façonner les 

différents champs de la réalité (microcosme et macrocosme). Quant au 

temps, il en est l’agent principal, car c’est par la mise en place sur son axe 

de la structure propre à tel ou tel organisme que celle-ci va être activée. Le 

temps et la matière sont les deux faces d’un même évènement planifié. 

C’est parce que le temps se déroule que la matière s’inscrit dans un projet 

donné à travers nombre de transformations elles-mêmes programmées. 

Ainsi le passage de l’âge de l’enfance à celui de l’adolescence entraîne des 

modifications biologiques importantes. Le but final pour l’ensemble du 

règne du vivant est la reproduction de l’espèce et sa perpétuation dans 

l’espace et la durée. 

Le temps est inscrit dans la matière et réciproquement. Le temps 

prend donc des valeurs différentes en fonction de la métamorphose de la 

matière : pour les insectes appelés « éphémères », nom commun des 

insectes éphéméroptères (Ephemeroptera)16, la durée de vie est très brève 

alors que pour l’if elle peut atteindre 2800 ans. Toutefois, la valeur donnée 

 
14 Danièle Darmouni, « Le leadership du vivant » dans Les Voies de la 

résilience (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2012), 105. 
15 Table de Mendeleïev. 
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à ces périodes temporelles est purement conventionnelle, car elle a été 

construite à partir de l’échelle de temps créée par l’homme sur la base de 

l’observation du mouvement de la rotation de la Terre. Le couple 

indissociable matière-temps possède une programmation inscrite en amont 

du paradigme de la réalité, du moins peut-on le constater, et c’est cette 

programmation qui lui permet la réalisation des objets appartenant audit 

paradigme. 

Si le but apparent de la programmation est la perpétuation des 

espèces, celle-ci serait donc de type fermé dans certains cas : procréation 

impossible entre deux espèces différentes ; semi-ouverte avec un 

phénomène d’adaptation en fonction des variations du biotope ; ouverte, 

car « un arrangement basé sur une phylogénie donne des relations 

particulières de parenté, par exemple le fait que les crocodiles et les 

oiseaux possèdent un ancêtre hypothétique commun exclusif17 ». Par 

ailleurs, plusieurs chaînes de programmation s’imbriquent les unes dans les 

autres : programmation de la marche et du langage chez le jeune enfant, de 

la puberté, de la fin de la procréation, etc. Si l’ensemble du vivant évolue à 

travers temps et matière, l’apparition du langage et de la pensée 

conceptuelle chez l’être humain semble ouvrir sur une programmation 

nouvelle. En effet, ce sont les différentes prises de conscience au niveau de 

la pensée scientifique qui font avancer la science. Petit cite l’exemple de 

Herschel : 

[…] un des pionniers de l’astronomie moderne, qui avait été le 
premier à prétendre, en 1802, que la “Voie lactée”, qui barrait notre 
ciel nocturne, pouvait n’être en fait qu’un énorme ensemble d’étoiles 
(deux cents milliards), vu par la tranche, dont le centre, plus riche, se 

 
16 « Insectes éphéméroptères », www.fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subimago (visité 

le 23 avril 2013). 
17 Hervé Le Guyader, « Doit-on abandonner le concept d’espèce? » dans 

Courrier de l’environnement de l’INRA 46 (2002), 61.  
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situait en direction de la constellation du Sagittaire. Si l’objet nous 
apparaissait, telle une bande, c’est que nous étions dedans18.  

Les prises de conscience conduisant aux différentes théories scientifiques 

posées afin de décrypter notre univers ne feraient-elles pas partie d’une 

programmation inscrite également dans le temps lequel est conjoint à la 

matière ?   

Selon Luminet, la locution singularité initiale   « marque, comme celle 

du trou noir, une réelle interruption (mais vers le passé cette fois) des 

lignes d’univers du fluide cosmique, et donc du temps ». C’est-à-dire qu’au 

moment du Big Bang, le facteur temps a été activé et s’est déplacé en 

corrélation avec l’expansion de la matière et sa transformation. En effet, 

comme le souligne l’astrophysicien déjà cité : « Notre physique ne permet 

donc pas de remonter l’histoire passée de l’univers jusqu’à t0, c’est-à-dire 

jusqu’à la singularité19 ». La rencontre des objets du vivant avec le facteur 

temps qui porte en lui toutes les potentialités du devenir, a-t-elle été 

programmée ? La potentialité de la prise de conscience, c’est-à-dire la 

capacité d’être à la fois acteur et sujet d’une étude donnée, ne serait-elle pas 

planifiée dans le cadre d’un projet ? 

 

3. L’âge comme mesure du temps 

 
Comme nous le mentionnions dans l’introduction, le terme « âge » réfère 

au champ de l’humain à travers les différentes périodes séquençant sa 

durée de vie comme il est montré dans le tableau 2. 

 

 

 

 
18 Jean-Pierre Petit, Le Versant obscur de l’univers — Les avancées et les 

perspectives de l’astrophysique et de la cosmologie contemporaines (Paris: www.savoir-
sans-frontieres.com, 1999), 28. 
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Tableau 2 – Les différentes séquences de la vie de l’homo sapiens 

Enfance Premier âge, bas âge, âge tendre, jeune âge,  âge de 

raison 

Adolescence Bel âge, âge ingrat, âge de la puberté, âge bête, âge 

nubile 

Adulte Âge adulte, âge d’homme, âge viril, âge mûr 

Vieillesse Âge critique, retour d’âge, grand âge 

 

Les différents âges de la vie correspondent à des périodes de 

transformation biologique de l’être humain, c’est-à-dire qu’ils recouvrent 

implicitement les programmations qui lui sont liées, programmations 

ayant comme facteur commun le temps, déclencheur du processus 

métamorphique. 

D’autres locutions inscrivent la notion d’âge comme un moyen de 

repérage et de comparaison – par exemple : être d’un certain âge, être 

entre deux âges, porter bien son âge, avoir l’âge de ses artères, etc. Ces 

pratiques sociales rejoignent celles qui consistent à répertorier et à situer 

les objets du monde en fonction d’un grand nombre de paramètres traduits, 

en partie, par les règles grammaticales en usage dans les langues du 

monde. Répertorier, situer, comparer sont des lexèmes verbaux 

appartenant au champ sémantique de la description. Ceci renvoie au fait 

d’intégrer certains objets du monde dans le paradigme humain afin de les 

apprivoiser de telle sorte que leur réalité soit rendue acceptable. Outre que 

mesurer l’âge d’un individu à l’aune de la singularité initiale   ou de 

 
19 « Mystères et limites de l’univers », www.futura-

sciences.com/fr/doc/t/astronomie-1/d/de-linfini-mysteres-et-limites-de-
lunivers_574/c3/221/p9/ (visité le 23 avril 2013). 
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l’éternité n’aurait aucune pertinence. Celle-ci n’aurait pour effet que de 

néantiser la dimension de l’homme. 

 

*** 

 
De nombreux questionnements émergent de l’analyse du concept de 

temps. Ainsi, si le facteur temps est le déclencheur de l’évolution et de la 

transformation de la matière, qu’elle soit organique et inorganique, le 

schéma de base est inscrit, lui, dans la matière sous des formes codifiées. 

Ne pourrait-on pas poser comme hypothèse que le temps, déclencheur et 

réalisateur des programmations diverses inscrites dans les objets du 

monde, serait une forme de tissu temporel dans lequel la manière codée est 

imbriquée, et que ce tissu, lorsque certains éléments de la matière se 

rencontrent dans le cadre d’un schéma préétabli, est alors activé tout en 

portant lesdits éléments ? L’ensemble des objets du monde vivant et 

inanimé peut être perçu sous la forme d’un réseau complexe dont les 

ramifications suivent la ligne du temps. D’un point de vue lexicologique, 

l’unité lexicale « réseau » a pour signification20 : « ensemble de lignes 

entrecroisées ». Par métonymie, le sens figuré d’un « ensemble de points 

communiquant entre eux » s’applique désormais au champ de l’humain. En 

relation avec ce constat, ne pourrait-on pas émettre l’hypothèse suivante : 

les objets du monde inscrits dans la matière formant les objets du monde, 

ne pourraient-ils pas être considérés comme les nœuds du réseau ? Quant 

aux liens qui les relient entre eux, ne feraient-ils pas partie du facteur 

temps que l’on pourrait considérer comme une onde temporelle initiant 

rencontres, transformation et évolution ? Par ailleurs, existerait-il une 

relation entre l’évolution de l’homme, la conscience qu’il a du monde de la 

réalité et sa perception du temps ? 

 
 20 Alain Rey, Marianne Tomi, Tristan Hordé et Chantal Tanet, Dictionnaire 
historique de la langue française (Paris: Dictionnaires Le Robert, 2006), 3228. 
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Media for the Anthropocene 

Rafico Ruiz (McGill University) 

 

 

In current geological debates, the Anthropocene is emerging as a proposed 

term to characterize an epoch, dating back to the Industrial Revolution, that 

has as its primary characteristic the fact that human activity on the earth’s 

ecological systems has become the dominant global geophysical force. As many 

geologists contend, the human enterprise is evolving, and in the process 

bringing the earth’s ecological systems to a critical juncture. With a decision 

two years away as to whether or not we are indeed living in the 

Anthropocene, in what follows I ask how and by what means we can prepare 

ourselves for the geological epoch to come. 

 

Dans les débats actuels entre géologues, on a vu émerger la notion de 

« l’Anthropocène » pour désigner une époque qui a commencé avec la 

Révolution industrielle et dont la caractéristique principale est que l’effet de 

l’activité humaine sur les systèmes écologiques de la Terre est devenu « la » 

force géophysique globale dominante. Beaucoup de géologues affirment que 

dans la mesure où l’activité humaine se développe, ce processus va amener le 

système écologique de la Terre à un point critique. Le Working Group on the 

Anthropocene s’est fixé comme objectif pour l’année 2016 de déterminer si nous 

vivons bel et bien dans l’Anthropocène. C’est dans cette perspective que 

j’étudie dans mon article les moyens par lesquels nous pourrions nous préparer 

à affronter cette nouvelle époque géologique. 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

SEACHANGE | AGE 

 25 

  If something is going to happen to me, I want to be there. 

                   Albert Camus, The Stranger (1942) 

 

 

The Anthropocene seems to be a cultural figuration at present that is getting a 

lot of attention. With the Subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy and its 

working group still deliberating, the possibility of the earth entering a human-

made geological epoch is approaching. As with so many efforts to make human 

activity on the environment legible, from Rachel Carson’s seminal Silent 

Spring (1962) to Al Gore and David Guggenheim’s extraordinarily popular if 

vapid An Inconvenient Truth (2006), the relationship between media of 

communication and forms of environmental documentation is a long and 

complex one characterized equally by economies of attention, politicization, 

and moralization. In this reading, the geological record of our common 

material past, and, in the case of the Anthropocene, its futural projected 

composition, are themselves media that have to register environmental 

change. Our shared practices of delimitating and defining “age” as a conceptual 

event are fraught and difficult territory as age can be both conceptualized and 

lived; it can be just as much a sweep of delimited time as a state of biological 

evolution, or an active act of judgment that parses past, present, and future, 

encompassing both human and non-human actors.   

It is worthwhile to recall here how that ever-vexing question of 

periodization is a mode of operation that does its work not only across 

disciplines, but also across bodies, cultural artefacts, geologies, and any 

number of knowledge formations within a given social reality. In the case of 

the Anthropocene, in order for its periodicity to occur, there must be a 

scientific basis for the nomenclature; that is, “the ‘geological signal’ currently 
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being produced in strata now forming must be sufficiently large, clear, and 

distinctive.”1 For us to move from the Holocene to the Anthropocene on the 

Geological Time Scale, there seems to be a certain calculable mapping of the 

present that has to take place. In my own thinking on age as an evental 

condition, it leads to the problem of delimiting the present as a geography and 

not necessarily an evidentiary “science.” In this spatialization of time, the 

present, as a term, could be substituted by that of “Earth System.” While this 

might seem like a terribly political ecological practice of periodizing as well, it 

is rather an attempt to get at the relational natures we experience. If the “term 

Earth System refers to the suite of interacting physical, chemical and biological 

global-scale cycles and energy fluxes that provide the life-support system for 

life at the surface of the planet,”2  then it could follow that our subjective 

presents are made common, one anthropogenic present, in that we always 

already collectively contribute to its evolutionary making. This recognition of 

a co-production of the present is a valuable one as it allows us to ask: who in 

fact is indigenous to the Anthropocene?  

This question of an indigenous ontology for the Anthropocene may be a 

controversial one. And it is indeed an indigeneity “for” rather than “of,” as it is 

a constructive agency that is implicated in the geological record itself—unlike 

those conditional repositories such as an archive or bank, we contribute to the 

present by living in it. It might be tempting to reinvoke Vladimir Vernadsky 

 
1  “Working Group on the Anthropocene,” Subcommission on Quaternary 

Stratigraphy, www.quaternary.stratigraphy.org/workinggroups/anthropocene/ 
(accessed January 30, 2014).  

2 Will Steffen, Paul J. Crutzen, and John R. McNeill, “The Anthropocene: Are 
Humans Now Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature,” AMBIO: Journal of the 
Human Environment 36(8) (2007), 615.  
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and Teilhard de Chardin’s “nöosphere,”3 society’s collective world of thought, 

as a potential first arena of intervention for the Anthropocene. This is of 

course tantamount to saying “First let’s change how we think, then we can 

change how we act.” Yet it is also not all that different from the ways in which 

the Anthropocene as a term is itself circulating in our world.  It is not (yet) a 

formal geological unit, and so this leaves it free to be “useful to the global 

change research community.” 4  As such, the Anthropocene is a circulating 

cultural figuration, a shorthand to help us see that the human impact on the 

environment is nearly inexorable. How to inhabit this cultural figuration? 

How to become its indigenes in order to not only create the appropriate 

epistemological frameworks to come to understand it better, but also to live it 

fully via critical ontologies all its own? In human geography, “indigeneity” is a 

concept with a long and fragmented history, from early twentieth century 

engagements that predictably and problematically equated indigenous realities 

with nature, to, later on in the century, a division between constructivist and 

realist interpretations of the concept: 

                 
On the one hand are researchers sympathetic with post-structuralist 
challenges to essential identities and truths and with postcolonial 
challenges to “pure” Indigenous figures. These scholars tend to 
challenge and deconstruct invocations of indigeneity. On the other 
hand are researchers who either identify as engaging in social justice 
projects or as feeling compelled by the moral rightness and political 
necessity of claims to “being” Indigenous. Human geographers in this 
latter grouping are more inclined to address the social, cultural, 
economic, and political concerns of Indigenous peoples than to devote 
their energies to more theoretical questions of just what “Indigenous” 

 
3  Vladimir Vernadski, The Biosphere, trans. David B. Langmuir (New York: 

Copernicus, 1998). 
4 “Working Group on the Anthropocene.” 
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might mean.5 
 

From the perspective of the Anthropocene, asking us to adopt an indigenous 

ontology is not an act of substitution, displacement, or appropriation, rather it 

is a fundamental accounting of a relational affiliation. In this reading, we are a 

collective geologic settler colony, imperializing anew. My intention here is not 

to diminish what could be thought of as the first relation in a chain of human 

inhabitation. Rather, it is to recognize the myriad pathways that are bringing 

indigeneity, settler indigeneity, and anthropogenic indigeneity together yet 

apart as subject positions in a collective form of accounting that can genuinely 

learn from the forms of de-colonizing knowledge production that indigenous 

peoples have lived through and with. In part, the Anthropogenic “moment,”6 

that is, its time as a cultural figuration rather than a confirmed geological 

epoch, could be similar in kind rather than degree to “the colonial ‘moment’,” 

that is an always emerging “transaction of forces, a relationship—unequal, 

certainly—but a relationship nonetheless.”7  

This transactional present is, as is so often the case, one that is constantly 

being negotiated and renegotiated, equally across ecologies as epistemologies. 

The process of de-colonization, or, here, the reversal or attenuation of 

anthropogenesis, is one that indigenous peoples are trying to make a part of 

the knowledges both produced by them and relating to them. One example of 

such an active process is Isuma TV’s Digital Indigenous Democracy (DID) 

 
5 Emilie Cameron, Sarah de Leeuw, and Margo Greenwood, “Indigeneity,” in 

International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, 5th Edition, eds. Rob Kitchin and Nigel 
Thrift (London: Elsevier, 2009), 353.  

6 The Working Group on the Anthropocene has set a deadline of 2016 to make 
its decision. 

7  Anna Johnston and Alan Lawson, “Settler Colonies,” in A Companion to 
Postcolonial Studies, eds. Henry Schwarz and Sangeeta Ray (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 
369. 
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network. Founded by Norman Cohn and Zacharias Kunuk, the latter best 

known as the director of Atanarjuat (2001), DID is a networked media 

platform designed to foster Inuit-forms of consensus building in the Arctic, 

though largely operating at present in the Canadian territory of Nunavut. The 

project was launched in response to an Environmental Review (ER) of the 

proposed Baffinland Iron Mine at Mary’s River, Baffin Island, which, if 

approved, would become one of the largest open-pit iron ore mines in the 

world. In order to facilitate the timely and transparent undertaking of the ER 

and the necessary sharing of information that this entails amongst the 

communities affected by the mine, Isuma launched the DID as part of its 

Angiqatigingniq Internet Network (AIN), a media platform operating across 

community radio, local television, DIY filmmaking, and two-way high-speed 

internet. With typically low and costly speeds of broadband access in the 

majority of these communities, DID installs mediaplayers in each of the seven 

communities impacted by the ER that then stream Inuktitut-language Isuma 

TV content, facilitate the uploading of user-generated content, and, across its 

other media platforms, informs the collective process of community 

consultation. The ultimate goal of the consensus process is a “multimedia 

Human Rights Impact Assessment” that will determine, in part, the benefits 

and costs of the Baffinland Mine for and to the residents around Mary’s 

River. 8  While, presumably, the AIN will continue to operate beyond the 

completion of the ER process, the work of the network raises some important 

questions around the relationships between resource extraction and 

community-appropriate norms of consultation; the instrumentalization of new 

media technologies and the existential stakes of certain cultural formations; as 

 
8  “About,” Digital Indigenous Democracy, www.isuma.tv/en/DID/About 

(accessed January 30, 2014). 
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well as that between the impossibility of “transparent” communication and 

local forms of governance. In many ways, the DID and the AIN mark the 

typically gray ethical shapes that certain forms of de-colonizing knowledge 

production can take: preserving and disseminating knowledges of longevity 

and situation while mediating new relationships with one’s land-as-territory, 

as well as the adaptable ontologies and futural markets that it contains.   

Living, genuinely making decisions for the Anthropocene is part of our 

political ecology of the Earth System. Before, or if, it becomes concretized as a 

geological epoch, with yet another golden spike marking its stratigraphic 

place, to live it as a cultural figuration is to recognize the diverse 

relationalities that it brings us to inhabit—to recognize the media through 

which we have come to apprehend human activity on the environment. Some 

media scholars, such as Mark Hansen and W.J.T. Mitchell, contend that a 

medium “designates a minimal relationality, a minimal openness to alterity, a 

minimal environmental coupling (in the terminology of contemporary 

ethological cognitive science), that appears somehow central to our 

understanding of ourselves as ‘essentially’ prosthetic beings.”9 In this sense, 

“media” constitute our relations to wordly becoming, and as such account for 

an inevitable focus on relationality, emergence, and mediation as important 

concepts for that process. This understanding of “medium” also seems to 

suggest that human being and that always problematically singular 

anthropogenic “environment,” with or without a human precedent, are 

somehow conflated, originally one medial substance in which all life does its 

living. Such an understanding is in line with much environmental historical 

scholarship that debunks the myth of a “nature” that is neatly divided off from 

 
9 Mark Hansen and W.J.T. Mitchell, “Introduction” in Critical Terms for Media 

Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), xii. 
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human incursion and influence. However, thinking about the relationship 

between human beings and the environment as one of ongoing mediation and 

co-emergence can also establish closer ties between supposedly “human” and 

“natural” systems that can be taken apart and made distinguishable. In other 

words, for scholars, becoming indigenous to the Anthropocene could mean 

thinking through this interface as a genuine “field” of social scientific and 

humanistic inquiry, as well as one that incorporates insights from the natural 

sciences as their potentially common empirical ground.  

While the question of what forms of representation this interface can 

work at and through is one that is in formation, for me it brings to mind 

Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Véréna Paravel’s Leviathan (2013). Their 

documentary film, partly an extension of work undertaken at Harvard 

University’s Sensory Ethnography Lab, makes present the world of a 

groundfish trawler sailing out of New Bedford, Massachussets, by following 

this single boat and its crew. The viewer here is set adrift by location-specific 

cameras, and in the process becomes an extension of the chain of production 

and its worlds of violence, fish, wind, labour, and water. As perhaps befits 

representations for the Anthropocene, it does not make for leisurely or staid 

viewing. The documentary acts as a visual funnel, pouring us down into the 

realities of the meeting point between humans and their environment. That it 

is a fundamental media environment is precisely its authorial point. It can 

perhaps make us feel like Derrida reading Camus’ The Stranger in his 

adolescence, enabling “an almost miraculous encounter between French 

literature, ‘the expression of a world without any tangible continuity with the 

one in which we lived,” and his own concrete environment.”10  

 
10 Benoît Peeters, Derrida: A Biography, trans. Andrew Brown (Cambridge: Polity, 

2013), 28.  
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“Unexampled eyes”: Epochal Old Age and the Geological Imaginary 

Pascale McCullough Manning (University of Wisconsin Oshkosh) and Andrea 

Charise (University of Iowa)* 

 

The nineteenth century was an age preoccupied by considerations of the 

earth’s antiquity. Geologists like Charles Lyell and James Hutton were 

foremost in mapping the earth’s old age, and their writings did much to 

stimulate an unprecedented (and sometimes deeply disturbing) apprehension 

of epochs thoroughly removed from human experience. We argue that a 

geological vision of the earth’s age is very much at stake in George Eliot’s 

Silas Marner (1861), a novel that superimposes the workings of geological time 

onto one man’s ageing body.  Eliot’s novel therefore provides a case study of 

the geological imaginary, by highlighting the multilayered nature of “age” 

that continues to spur twenty-first century artistic initiatives. 

 

Le XIXe siècle est marqué par le grand intérêt qu’il porte à  l’ancienneté de la 

planète Terre. Les écrits géologiques de Charles Lyell et James Hutton, en 

particulier, ont contribué à établir une cartographie du grand âge de la Terre ; 

ils ont aussi beaucoup fait pour le développement de nouvelles approches — 

approches parfois profondément troublantes — à des époques jusque-là  

considérées comme n’ayant pas trait à l’expérience humaine. Nous soutenons 

que la vision géologique de l’âge de la terre est l’un des principaux enjeux du 

roman de George Eliot Silas Marner (1861), un texte qui superpose au 

vieillissement du corps d’un homme les rouages du temps géologique. Le 

 
*For citation purposes, authorship can be accurately represented either as 

“Charise/Manning” or “Manning/Charise.” The authors contributed equally to all 
stages of this work (conception, analysis, writing, revision, final approval) and used 
online writing tools to collaboratively co-create this contribution.   
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roman d’Eliot se prête ainsi à une étude de cas sur l’imaginaire géologique, 

permettant de mettre en évidence l’aspect stratifié de « l’âge » qui continue de 

donner leur impulsion à bon nombre d’initiatives artistiques au XIXe siècle. 
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The result, therefore, of our present enquiry is, that we find no vestige of a 
beginning—no prospect of an end. 
       James Hutton, Theory of the Earth (1788) 

 

In the future, we are the ancient aliens. 

Trevor Paglen, The Last Pictures (2012) 

 

Not so long ago, an astronaut sang a song on board a low-orbiting habitable 

satellite. Sound familiar? For a few days it was. Commander Chris Hadfield’s 

rendition of David Bowie’s “Space Oddity,” slightly revised, was instantly 

transmitted across the same luminous planet that floated placidly in the 

background of this viral video.1 In 2013 such images are apt to delight, charm, 

perhaps even impress. But they fail to startle. The former immensity of this 

final frontier has been endlessly regionalized through decades of amplified 

stargazing thanks to NASA et al., the many Star franchises (including Wars 

and Trek), and innumerable techniques for capturing, composing, and 

consuming what was once a vast region incommensurable to the human 

imagination. The intervening years following Neil Armstrong’s 

immortalization of the phrase “one small step” have shown how the alien has 

been reconfigured over time to appear familiar. In 1969, three short months 

were sufficient for Bowie to release a ballad describing voices carried on 

spacedust between an orbiting tin can and a radio receiver, transforming a 

previously sublime and startling image (the human in space) into the familiar 

dynamic of dialogue (“Ground Control to Major Tom”).2 What was once a 

blank expanse has now become yet another familiar backdrop: some attractive 

 
1 Chris Hadfield, “Space Oddity” (May 12, 2013) www.youtube.com/watch?v= 

KaOC9danxNo (accessed September 9, 2013). 
2 Apollo 11 landed on the moon on July 20th, 1969, and David Bowie released his 

single on November 4th. 
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desktop wallpaper, fodder for a YouTube hit, or the territory traversed on a 

one-way trip to Mars.3 

 

 

 

We are entering the age of celestial tourism: astronauts tweet from space 

while opera singers outbid NASA for a seat on the Russian space station. This 

normalization of space would appear to widen the gulf between our modern 

selves and a relatively recent past in which the operations of our own planet 

were only just being mapped by the nascent fields of geology and evolutionary 

biology. But when Bowie’s song weaves together the disproportionate threads 

of human experience and the dwarfing immensity of the cosmos, it participates 

in a tradition of writing that seeks to record human life in relation to forces 

not only vaster than itself, but utterly indifferent to it. Whereas narratives of 

space have tended to reach forward into the future, into enterprising dreams of 

human knowledge, technology, and experience, stories of the geological and 

evolutionary operations of our own planet have generally grappled with ideas 

of the deep past. Indeed, the earth’s immense antiquity—its great old age—

was to nineteenth-century literature what space travel has been to twentieth- 

and twenty-first-century popular culture. Where space programs (both 

cinematic and civic) evince a human capacity to remember forward into the 

future, peopling and historicizing the not-yet-inhabited, narratives of the 

nineteenth century frequently record an effort to recover what is forgotten: 

 
3  We acknowledge the work of essential intellectual predecessors—Galileo 

Galilei, Isaac Newton, and Jules Verne, to name just a few—who pioneered the 
exploration of space and the astronomical imaginary. What we argue here is that the 
immensity of space did not, and could not have, occupied the daily run of the popular 
imagination until this otherwise unreachable frontier could be traversed via figurative 
and physical means of communication. 
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the sprawling lost eons of organic and inorganic flux on and of the Earth, our 

uninhabited past. As is so often the case, a look at the operations of our past 

sheds light on the systems of our present. So we turn to the comparatively 

recent past of the nineteenth century, which saw so many attempts to 

understand the human in relation to what Isobel Armstrong calls “the huge, 

impersonal movement of geological time.”4 

 

 

 

 

Long before the unrepresentable immensity of space was reduced to apparent 

familiarity, the Earth itself provided a grueling case study of epochs 

thoroughly removed from human experience. As the early nineteenth-century 

geologist Charles Lyell noted in his opus Principles of Geology (1830-33), it was 

James Hutton who, in 1788, first confronted the world with the task of 

conceiving “the immensity of time required for the annihilation of whole 

continents by [an] insensible . . . process,”—in other words, by a gradual and 

ongoing process of terrestrial upheaval and subsidence.5 And it was Hutton’s 

claim, that his investigations of past changes in the earth’s crust showed “no 

vestige of a beginning, no prospect of an end,” that introduced his audience—

at first only members of a small scientific community, and then, through Lyell, 

of the broader reading public—to the concept of deep time.6 As Lyell puts it, 

 
4 Isobel Armstrong, Victorian Poetry: Poetry, Poets and Politics (London: Routledge, 

2005), 248.  
5 Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990 

[1830]), 63.  
6  James Hutton, The Theory of the Earth (Darian, Connecticut: Hafner, 1970 

[1788]), 96. The phrase “deep time” was first applied to geological matters by John 
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Hutton’s views of “the immensity of past time, like those unfolded by the 

Newtonian philosophy in regard to space, were too vast to awaken ideas of 

sublimity unmixed with a painful sense of our incapacity to conceive a plan of 

such infinite extent.”7 After Lyell, the reading public was challenged to find 

means of conceptualizing the temporal expanse required for the gradual 

process of stratigraphic decay and reproduction on our rocky orb. From the 

evidence afforded by the geological record and embedded fossil remains, Lyell 

“stretched time backward an unknown and [largely] irrecoverable extent,” 

transforming our young planet (generally accepted to be about 6000 years old) 

into an ancient and dynamically fluctuating mass. 8  From Lyell’s 

systematization of geological time to Charles Darwin’s theory of 

transmutation, the nineteenth-century reading public was repeatedly 

confronted not only with the yawning immensity of earthly ages past, but 

with their inhospitability to human efforts to imagine them. 

 

 

 

 

In an age of huge industrial, imperial, and scientific achievement, the human 

lifespan was suddenly shown to be minuscule in the face of planetary flux. 

Nineteenth-century fiction offers an arresting response to the distended 

temporality foisted upon the public by Lyell and Darwin. There we see major 

authors (George Eliot, Jules Verne, Thomas Hardy) struggling to find the 

 
McPhee in his Basin and Range (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1981), see p. 127 
and elsewhere. 

7 Lyell, Principles of Geology, 63. 
8 Gillian Beer, Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and 

Nineteenth-Century Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 70. 
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words to capture the immensity of the earth’s antiquity by mapping planetary 

old age onto the human soma. In what follows, we delineate one incipient 

moment in the history of giving words to temporal processes that were—and 

in important ways still remain—profoundly alien to human experience. In her 

letters, George Eliot praised Lyell’s work, and her literary writings are 

steeped in the geological imaginary that shaped the popular consciousness of 

deep time.9 The yawning immensity of Lyell’s vision of the earth’s age, we 

argue, is very much at stake in Eliot’s Silas Marner: The Weaver of Raveloe 

(1861), a novel that situates the processes of geological time onto one man’s 

body by stageing the effects of deep time as a human drama of ageing. To 

introduce the geological concerns of Lyell and Hutton into the human 

equation, Eliot’s novel refracts the human lifespan, and particularly older age, 

through a geological lexicon, employing geologized signs and signifiers—the 

interwoven motifs of species extinction, fossilization, and vestigial landmarks 

of the obsolete past—as a means of mapping “age” in both the physiological 

and geographical senses. By emphasizing Silas’s curious embodiment of older 

age, Eliot transmutes a new cultural awareness of the world’s old age onto the 

comparably familiar experience of human ageing. Bodily senescence becomes 

both a condition of possibility and a conceptual tool for making the old age of 

the world representable to the human imagination. 

 

 

 

 

 
9 George Eliot, The George Eliot Letters, 9 vols., ed. Gordon S. Haight (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1954-55), 8. 
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Silas Marner opens into precisely this nexus of the geological, human, and 

literary imagination of time. Immediately its setting is obliquely described as 

belonging to a “far-off time”10 before a clarification, some pages later, that the 

story takes place in “the early years of this century,” and more specifically in a 

fictional village called Raveloe, “where many of the old echoes lingered, 

undrowned by new voices.”11 The indefinite past of Eliot’s novel is peopled 

with rustic “peasants of old times,” and “certain pallid undersized men, who, by 

the side of the brawny country-folk, looked like remnants of a disinherited 

race.”12 From the pale men who emerge from “deep in the bosom of the hills,” 

to the rustic folk of the region who “might be seen in districts far away,” to the 

town that draws them all together, every figure established at the outset of 

Eliot’s novel is in some way dislodged from the present tense—both its own 

and the narrator’s.13 The “far-off time” of the story, coupled with the image of 

Raveloe reverberating with the sounds of the past, lends a discernably 

timeworn cast to the text’s opening frame.  Of course, a novel set in an 

undefined past participates in familiar literary genres (a “far-off time” 

reproduces the “once upon a time” of the fairytale or fable), but Eliot 

immediately makes clear her refusal to dwell in familiar territory by doubly 

dispossessing these “alien-looking”14 quasi-extinct remnants in the palpable air 

of “vagueness or mystery” that already suffuses the figures peopling this 

indeterminate landscape.15 Time is mobilized as a framing concept and as a 

spectral protagonist, ever present but never fully realized. In effect Eliot’s 

emphatically terrestrial setting—both of the novel and its fossilized 

 
10 George Eliot, Silas Marner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 3. 
11 Ibid., 4, 5. 
12 Ibid., 3. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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protagonist, as we shall see—attempts, through the terms of the geological 

imaginary, to make remote ages hospitable to the experience of its human 

reader. 

 

 

 

This terrestrialized opening serves to encase Eliot’s eponymous protagonist as 

well. As an embodied instance of this remnant species, Silas Marner redoubles 

the ancient echoes that sound throughout Raveloe in the form of his untimely 

agedness. Early on we read that the weaver “was so withered and yellow, that, 

though he was not yet forty, the children always called him ‘Old Master 

Marner.’”16 Elsewhere, Silas’s physicality is dramatized as a scarcely revivified 

kind of rigor mortis, a semi-inanimate existence that gives him the likeness of 

“a dead man come to life again.”17  As the weaver’s activity progressively 

“narrow[s] and harden[s] itself more and more,” his body bears witness to 

two orders of elapsing time: the human scale of chronological age-years 

overlain by the ossifying effects of deep, earthly epochs. 18  Eliot’s 

superimposition is no mere flight of fancy. In 1853, the English physician 

Barnard Van Oven spoke of older age in exactly such terrestrial terms: “Man 

begins in a gelatinous, and terminates in an osseous condition”—an arresting 

maxim later referenced in a major treatise written by Eliot’s life partner, 

George Henry Lewes, one year before Silas Marner was published.19 Elsewhere, 

this interfusion of the geological and literary imagination of old age appears in 

 
16 Ibid., 19. 
17 Ibid., 6. 
18 Ibid., 19. 
19 As cited in George Henry Lewes, Physiology of Common Life Vol. 2 (London: 

Blackwood and Sons, 1860), 368 (Lewes’s emphasis).  
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the writings of William Wordsworth, Eliot’s beloved literary predecessor. In 

his poem “Resolution and Independence” (1807), Wordsworth’s youthful 

speaker conveys the profound alterity of human senescence by remarking its 

affinity with the inorganic realm.20 “As a huge stone is sometimes seen to 

lie . . . | Such seemed this Man, not all alive nor dead, | Nor all asleep—in his 

extreme old age.”21 For the non-old subject of Wordsworth and Eliot’s time—

and of our own profoundly anti-ageing moment as well—contemplating one’s 

own older age may seem as far-flung and displaced a circumstance as the 

earth’s deep, uninhabitable past.  

 

 

 

 

Eliot rewrites the alien paradigm of the world’s old age onto the human body 

by weaving together the incommensurate scales of geological and human 

temporalities. In the eyes of his fellow Raveloveans, Silas’s alien nature is not 

simply a product of his own spatial displacement—he is a stranger from the 

undefined “North’ard”—but also, and most compellingly, because his body 

bears the strange but legible stamp of a profoundly alien place and age: 

 
20 Lest we dismiss this as a quaint relic from a bygone time, the tendency to view 

older age as “not all alive nor dead” retains its noisome traction. Contemporary 
hospital culture regularly makes use of similar figurations of age-hardening; consider 
the pejorative label “rock” applied to chronically ill, bed-ridden, often elderly 
inpatients, while “the rock garden”—frequently used with reference to geriatric care 
wards—powerfully connotes the speaker’s sense of those patients’ utter inertness. In 
these cases, the aged body is viewed in terms of the absolute subjugation of organic 
life by lifeless, abject stoniness, a disturbingly corporealized reiteration of what Noah 
Heringman has evocatively called the “trauma of solidification.” For more on the 
relationship between early nineteenth-century writing and geology, see Heringman’s 
Romantic Rocks, Aesthetic Geology (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 103. 

21 William Wordsworth, “Resolution and Independence,”The Poetical Works of 
Wordsworth (London: Oxford University Press, 1960), ll. 57, 64-65. 
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“[T]hose scattered linen-weavers—emigrants from the town into the 

country—were to the last regarded as aliens by their rustic neighbors.”22 

Eliot’s transliteration of geological signs into corporeal experience takes 

further, specific forms. Raveloe’s gradual recession into the waves of history 

evinces both a literal and figurative “senile topography,” which describes “the 

configuration of land which prolonged degradation has reduced nearly to a 

base-level plain.” 23  Likewise, Silas’s prolonged memory loss is expressed 

through a similar geological process, most poignantly in his eroding 

recollection of ancient homeopathic medical remedies: “the once familiar herbs: 

these too belonged to the past, from which his life had shrunk away, like a 

rivulet that has sunk far down from the grassy fringe of its old breadth into a 

little shivering thread, that cuts a groove for itself in the barren sand.”24 

Emphasizing the opacity of Silas’s memory, Eliot interweaves the 

topographics of his life with that of an aged earth whose own deep history 

remains inscrutable to the human eye of experience. But in keeping with 

Lyell’s theory of uniformitarianism—in which the forces governing past 

changes in the earth’s strata are understood to be ongoing in the present 

moment—Eliot aligns Silas’s winnowing life with actual processes of 

terrestrial flux. 25  As the weaver’s body withers, so the rivulet erodes its 

surroundings. Through Silas, Eliot textualizes the impalpable flux of 

 
22 Eliot, Silas Marner, 4. 
23 Oxford English Dictionary. 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
24 Eliot, Silas Marner, 21. 
25 As James Secord notes in his introduction to the Principles, Lyell’s sustained 

argument is that “We can see […] forces adequate to produce the Andes and the Alps, 
especially if the cumulative effects of time were taken into account.” Lyell, Principles of 
Geology, xvii. 
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geoterrestrial senescence by bringing the operations of Lyell’s “immense lapse 

of ages” into the observable present.26  

 

 

 

 

 

The overtly geological contours of Silas’s body are further reiterated through 

the somatic symptoms of catalepsy and near-blindness. Suffering from fits of 

“mysterious rigidity,” Silas’s cataleptic trances repeatedly give him the aspect 

of a calcified life-form as he lapses out of episodes of temporary petrification.27 

From the novel’s very first sentence, Eliot excavates Silas from Raveloe’s 

terrestrial casings as if to dramatize not only the death spasms of his species 

(the master weaver is soon made obsolete by the technologies of the industrial 

age) but the very happening of fossilization, by inscribing onto her 

protagonist’s body an accelerated geological timescale. Both Silas Marner and 

Silas Marner therefore serve as technologies for witnessing imperceivable 

change, as an apparatus of observation that sutures together the narrow scope 

of human experience and the epochal reach of natural law. Indeed: Silas’s story 

occupies a precisely measured present.  Eliot pauses with the weaver for 

exactly sixteen years, tracing a protracted “stage of withering” in his life even 

though, at the outset of the novel, we learn that he is “not yet forty.”28 The 

burden of this alien task of observation is evinced by Silas’s “strange straining 

eyes”29—and again, by Eliot’s arresting mention of his “unexampled eyes”—

 
26 Ibid., 147. 
27 Eliot, Silas Marner, 8, 6. 
28 Ibid., 19.  
29 Ibid., 7. 
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that seem themselves embodied portals into the operations of the deep past 

and whose vague, searching look is a continual reminder that this alien 

remnant dwells uneasily in an age rushing to embrace its futurity.30  The 

weaver’s stultified sight is at once the product of and defense against an 

overwhelming burden of temporality, a bodily state inseparable from his own 

ageing that bespeaks his profound disengagement with the conventional, age-

averse perspective of human temporality.   

 

 

 

All life, Eliot’s narrator remarks, “is spread over a various surface, and 

breathed on variously by multitudinous currents, from the winds of heaven to 

the thoughts of men, which are forever moving and crossing each other with 

incalculable results.”31 Silas Marner is a case study of exactly this compulsion 

of the present to reach toward the incalculable: be it the ancient age of the 

earth or the weirdly elusive human drama of ageing. Unlike vexing organic 

and inorganic fossil remains—of which, Lyell writes, “sometimes only obscure 

or unintelligible impressions are left,” or whose “former existence is in many 

cases merely revealed to us by the unequal weathering of an exposed face of 

rock”—Silas Marner imagines into being a character who embodies and makes 

visible the operations of geological time.32  By utilizing the semi-removed past 

to talk about days to come—the future perfect’s enunciation of how life back 

then will have one day become the remnants of another epoch—Eliot, like her 

weaver, shuttles between paradigms at once geological and mortal. The 

novel’s aesthetics of anticipation effectively draw into focus the singularity of 

 
30 Ibid., 40, 3. 
31 Ibid., 21. 
32 Lyell, Principles of Geology, 147-8. 
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the present age: an unwitnessable moment captured, a freeze-frame exposed 

and shuttered.  Perhaps that is the reason why, by novel’s end, Silas’s eyes 

possess “a less vague, a more answering gaze; but in everything else one sees 

signs of a frame much enfeebled by the lapse of the sixteen years.”33  What 

Eliot has envisioned through Silas is nothing less than the sublime 

tenuousness of the present: a human age that, like Silas, remains largely 

insensate to the incalculable epochs of past and future alike. 

 

 

 

 

But perhaps all this is the remnant of a bygone age—a quaint curiosity, like 

the Dodo, in the precipitous Extinctathon of western modernity?  As a means 

to our end, we advance one contemporary instance of an aesthetic initiative 

with an eye to the deep temporality of an extra-terrestrial humanity. The Last 

Pictures (2012) by visual artist and geographer Trevor Paglen is a public art 

project that exists at the aesthetic and technological nexus of the geological 

imaginary. The Last Pictures comprises one hundred photographs depicting 

scenes of modern human history, etched onto an ultra-archival silicon disc and 

launched into orbit 24,000 miles above the earth onboard the Echostar XVI 

satellite in October 2012. 34  Like Eliot’s thought experiment, which 

superimposed the human lifespan onto an unprecedentedly vaster timescale, 

The Last Pictures engages with the human time of art as it functions “as both a 

 
33 Eliot, Silas Marner, 133. 
34  Trevor Paglen, The Last Pictures www.creativetime.org/projects/the-last-

pictures/ (accessed September 9, 2013). 
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time capsule and a message to the future.”35 Whereas Eliot took Silas Marner 

as the last of a disinherited race, interweaving this existential belatedness with 

the biomarkers of human ageing, Paglen’s textualization of the passing 

present is cast out and toward the unseeable, unthinkable, unintelligible reader 

of the future. From the immense hostility of earthly ages past to the titanic 

undertakings of the space age itself, these kindred districts of the sublime have 

provoked a cognate desire: to imagine and anticipate a human age that 

occupies, in a state of perfect banality, inscrutably far-flung epochs. Paglen’s 

emphatic reminder that our present will one day become the vestigial past is 

the artistic descendant of Eliot’s radically estranged subject of the geological 

imaginary. “In the future,” Paglen writes, “we are the ancient aliens”—the 

satellite, and its maker, now fossilized, like the weaver’s flying shuttle.  

 

Authors’ Note: We include this image (a hand-cut block print of a fossilized 

trilobite, by Pascale McCullough Manning) to underscore the connections 

between Silas Marner’s embodied older age and the specter of extinction 

suggested by his peculiar malady. Not only does the trilobite evoke Silas’s 

periodic calcifications, but the fossil, whose eyes are ever preserved in their 

absence, serves as a reminder that its testimony of the past to which it bore 

witness is only ever partial. In this way the trilobite stands in for all those 

“ancient aliens” that were, or will be, enlisted by artists from Eliot to Paglen 

and beyond. 

 

 

 
35 “Trevor Paglen’s The Last Pictures is going into outer space this fall” (August 7, 

2012) www.creativetime.org/blog/2012/08/07/trevor-paglens-the-last-pictures-is-
going-into-outer-space-this-fall/(accessed September 9, 2013). 
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Keeping in Touch with the Aged Body: The Haptic Turn in 

Contemporary German Cinema 

Tatjana Schmidt (University of St. Andrews)  

 

 

This paper takes as its starting point the observation that a shift in the 

representation of ageing women (and men) has taken place in recent 

German cinema. I attribute this change to what Laura Marks has termed 

“haptic visuality,” which presumes a bodily exchange between spectators 

and screen and thus entails the possibility of changing our perception of 

the ageing body on screen. Three recent German films, namely Vadim 

Jendreyko’s The Woman with the Five Elephants (2009), Chris Kraus’s Four 

Minutes (2006) and Andreas Dresen’s Cloud Nine (2008) display the 

strategies and potential of a haptic representation of “healthily” ageing 

(female) bodies in the cinema. With regard to the severity of recent 

demographic changes in Germany, my paper suggests that this “new” way 

of representing aged bodies might serve as an important tool for the 

dissolution of ageist sentiments and generational tensions. 

 

Cet article porte sur le cinéma allemand récent et prend pour point de 

départ le déplacement qui s’y est produit dans la représentation des 

femmes et des hommes vieillissants. J’attribue ce changement à ce que 

Laura Marks appelle « la visualité haptique ». Le terme désigne un 

échange corporel entre les spectateurs et l’écran et, dans ce contexte, rend 

possible le changement de perception que nous avons du corps vieillissant, 

à l’écran. Trois films allemands récents témoignent des stratégies et du 

potentiel d’une représentation haptique, au cinéma, de corps (féminins) 

vieillissants « en bonne santé » : La femme aux cinq éléphants (2009) de 

Vadim Jendreyko, Quatre minutes (2006) de Chris Kraus, et Septième ciel 

(2008) d’Andreas Dresen. Mon article prend en compte les importants 
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changements démographiques survenus récemment en Allemagne. Dans 

cette optique, ce « nouveau » mode de représentation des corps 

vieillissants pourrait aider à dissiper le sentiment âgiste et les tensions 

générationnelles.  
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Over the last few years contemporary German cinema has sparked a 

remarkable emphasis on the topic of old age. This, in part, has allowed for 

a growing cinematic visibility of aged women (and men) due to a 

significant change in their cultural representation. When considering 

mainstream film history (and, to some extent, society at large) it is safe to 

say that old women and their bodies were often visually silenced or 

overlooked, as well as ridiculed, pathologized or infantilized. Therefore, 

this striking recurrence of films revolving around elderly female 

protagonists might very well be read as a sign of the demographic changes 

taking place in Germany. 1  It forces a change in the way the aged, 

especially aged women—who biologically speaking still live longer than 

men—are being perceived socially.   

In addition to numerous negative economic or health related issues, a 

longer life expectancy creates a new period of time which does not 

necessarily already hold a socially conformist picture as to how it should 

be lived. Consequently this “gained” life-span can be used in ways that give 

rise to new narratives and produce new social and media images. The 

potential for the rehabilitation of the social perception of the (fe)male aged 

body in visual culture lies precisely within the images these new narratives 

create. Hence they occur mainly in films about protagonists experiencing 

so-called healthy old age. However, in order for this mechanism to function, 

it is not only the content but also the mode of representation that needs to 

be altered.  

This paper argues that the latter can be and has already been achieved 

through the use of filmic images displaying different visual strategies and 

 
1 The overall population of Germany is more than 81 million people. The 

number of individuals aged over 65 is estimated to grow from 16,7 million in 2008 
to 22,3 million in 2030 indicating an increase of 33% (Statistische Ämter des 
Bundes und der Länder, Demografischer Wandel in Deutschland [Heft 1, 2011]: 8). 
These numbers show that the potential dissolution of ageist sentiments or 
generational tensions is indeed a social and economic necessity. The filmic 
strategies described in this essay will potentially contribute to this process. 



 
 
 
 
 

SEACHANGE  | AGE 

 54 

thus triggering a shift in audience perception made visible infilms such as 

Vadim Jendreyko’s documentary The Woman with the Five Elephants (Die 

Frau mit den fünf Elefanten, 2009), Chris Kraus’ Four Minutes (Vier Minuten, 

2006), and Andreas Dresen’s Cloud Nine (Wolke 9, 2008). Within these 

films, “optic visuality,” which establishes a distance between spectators and 

the image that can give way to the visual degradation of old women, is 

replaced by what film philosopher Laura Marks terms “haptic visuality.” In 

what follows, the strategies behind this “haptic turn” will be explained in 

more detail.  

How, then, can films make our bodies feel and understand old age? 

Established gaze structures influenced by psychoanalytic strategies have 

helped to maintain old women’s cinematic and social invisibility or their 

occurrence as, by way of example, the grotesque or the horrible body. By 

dissolving these power structures haptic theory is able to free these bodies. 

This is illustrated by the fact that Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject is a 

frequent occurrence within discourse on the aged (female) body. According 

to literary theorist Sally Chivers, this is due to the fact that sexuality in 

old age loses its implied “purpose” and turns into “sexual pleasure for its 

own sake.”2 The image of the old female body as abject thus combines the 

seemingly contradictory notions of femininity, sexuality and death. The 

primary potential of haptic visuality is therefore the elimination of the 

distance needed in order to create an (abject) Other. 

This mechanism is brought to light through closer examination of the 

definition of haptic visuality. In their respective works, both Marks and 

Vivian Sobchack emphasize the reversibility of the film viewing process 

which they describe as an exchange between two bodies (film and 

spectator) that connect on the level of their respective “skin.” Films are 

therefore comprehended haptically before they are grasped cognitively. 

 
2 Sally Chivers, From Old Woman to Older Woman, Contemporary Culture and 

Women’s Narratives (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2003), xxiii. 
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Both of these approaches are influenced by Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 

Phenomenology of Perception (1945). In opposition to Cartesian dualism, for 

Merleau-Ponty body, mind and world are constantly interacting. When 

translated into film theory, this means that the idea of visual mastery over 

the object on screen is erased by the assumption that films and worlds are 

perceived on the level of the intelligent body which is able to create 

meaning on its own.3 Haptic theory thus initiates an overall rehabilitation 

of the body and its senses both on- and off-screen and is therefore capable 

of purging the aged female body from its abject stigma. If the gaze system 

no longer applies, the appearance of the aged body on screen will not be 

met with immediate repulsion. The shock-effect is reversed. Sobchack 

argues that, due to the fact that the screen cannot literally be touched, 

spectators are returned to their own bodies where the tactile experience is 

doubled up.4 Following Simone de Beauvoir, this recalls the fact that old 

age lives in all of us and is eventually going to reveal itself.5 It can thus be 

argued that the spectator is returned to her or himself as Other. This 

Other is, however, their future Self. It follows that haptic images of aged 

bodies allow spectators to get in touch with the idea of their own body as 

ageing or aged. 

Interestingly, in her analysis of identity construction in old age, 

empirical gerontologist Susanne Blum-Lehmann makes use of 

phenomenological body concepts. Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that the 

body is inter-subjectively linked with its existence in the world and with 

other people. The “I” thus becomes aware of the body only if it ceases to 

function, which leads the individual to develop a gradually growing bodily 

 
3  Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Semiotic Phenomenology of 

Cinematic Embodiment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 61. 
4 Ibid., 17.   
5 Ibid., 8. 
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awareness of the ageing process.6 Due to physical deterioration, the aged 

body potentially turns into a barrier between the world and the “I,” and 

between the individual and other people. In film theory, Sobchack uses 

Merleau-Ponty’s exact arguments; the “body” of the film is thereby 

described as a continuity of the body of the spectator. The three German 

films analyzed below speak to the ways in which aged bodies are granted 

visibility in order to interact with the bodies of the spectators in spite of 

their own physical limitations.  

The Woman with the Five Elephants is a documentary about the 80-year 

old Ukrainian-German translator Swetlana Geier who came to Germany 

during WWII where, amongst other achievements, she retranslated 

Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s five major works. Very tellingly, one of the German 

comments under the You Tube trailer for the film reads “What a beautiful 

woman this is!” Given that the protagonist is an octogenarian who looks 

her age and even has a hunchback, this statement already serves as an 

indicator for a visual strategy that provokes a different perception. There 

are two main elements to this strategy. The first is a deliberate sensitizing 

of the viewer through the use of extreme close-ups such as, for instance, in 

the film’s opening sequence: over the blurry, dark image of a train crossing 

a bridge, a woman’s voice recites a poem . The voice is soon identified as 

Geier’s own through a close-up shot of her face. The viewer, who has 

already engaged with the haptic image of the nocturnal bridge, is very 

likely to continue this with Geier’s wrinkled skin. The second element 

amounts to a constant alternation between mental and manual work in 

both content and aesthetics. This is partially achieved by a clear emphasis 

on texture throughout the entire film, be it as a palpable structure or as an 

intellectual concept. It becomes clear that, to Geier the translator, 

language is just another texture, like her skin, or the rugs and clothes in 

 
6  See also Susanne Blum-Lehmann, “Leib-körperliches Altern und Identität” 

(PhD diss., Universität Vechta, 2008), 61. 
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her house, or the dough she kneads and the fruit filling she prepares. The 

texts she has translated have somehow turned into extensions of herself 

and, to echo Donna Haraway, her body does not end at her skin but, in 

fact, is literature.7 This facilitates the process of haptic immersion since the 

viewer now engages not only with an aged female body but with all the 

texts, knowledge and memories it encompasses and exudes. The hapticity 

of texture furthermore combines the grandmotherly image with that of a 

still productive female intellectual in her 80s, one image legitimizing the 

other. The haptic image plays into this dynamic but adds an additional 

dimension, namely that of diaspora. This corresponds with the fact that 

Marks’s primary sources were the video works of intercultural cinema. She 

investigates how the traumatic experiences of a diasporic population were 

stored as sensual memories within the bodies of the filmmakers and 

subsequently translated into film. The resulting grainy or blurry haptic 

images encourage the viewer’s body to engage in their completion.8 They 

withhold a knowledge and memory that is both acquired and made 

revocable via physical contact.9 Thus, Marks’s theory renders it possible to 

look at the aged body as a body inscribed with meaning exceeding the 

spectrum of loss and death precisely because it carries a history of 

memories. The Woman with the Five Elephants not only shows the 

translator at work, but it also follows her on her first and last journey back 

to Kiev after 50 years of living in Germany. As such, this is also a film 

about a transnational life and the experience of exile and, Marks’s 

explanation of the ways in which diasporic peoples’ intense emotions turn 

into haptic images within intercultural cinema can equally be applied to an 

analysis of the representation of Geier’s body. The fact of reminiscing 

 
7  See Donna Haraway, “The Cyborg Manifesto,” 

www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/CyborgManifesto.html (accessed 14 
January, 2011). 

8 Laura Marks, Touch, Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media (Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 15. 

9 Ibid., 138. 
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about the past allows it  to become incorporated into the present and, as a 

result, to actualize Geier’s aged body. The resulting image combines the 

sense of touch attributed to the aged female body and the specific (cultural) 

memory of the past attached to this body. In addition, it evokes the certain 

loss of this touch once this particular aged woman will be gone. The 

romantic image of the nurturing Russian babushka (and the German 

Großmutter) is gradually fading and will soon belong to the past as is 

explicitly shown in one particular haptic image (fig.1). This image shows 

Geier at a traditional Ukrainian-Russian meal: from a distance, the camera 

captures the table around which the family is seated in a blurry candle-lit 

chiaroscuro. Geier, in her role as matriarch, serves every family member 

soup. The interplay between the palpability of the image and the nostalgia 

its content evokes creates a longing for a generic grandmotherly body and 

its smells, and for the touches and tastes evoked by that body. 

Furthermore, it implies a longing for the old homeland to which, after the 

disappearance of Geier’s body, the family will no longer have the same 

traditional connection and haptic access.  

While The Woman with the Five Elephants gently lures the spectator 

into a haptic interaction with an aged female body, Four Minutes functions 

in a much more aggressive and forceful mode. The film is about Jenny 

(Hannah Herzsprung), a 20-year old former piano prodigy imprisoned for 

murder, and her 80-year old piano teacher, Traude Krüger (Monica 

Bleibtreu), who works in the prison where she has been incarcerated and 

tries to revive the young woman’s talent. Setting and narrative already 

indicate a different representation of this ageing protagonist. Sally Chivers 

writes that “[p]art of how to find new ways of perceiving ourselves as 

ageing bodies and faces is to construct a narrative in which these images 

can be read otherwise.” 10  Four Minutes achieves this by placing an 

octogenarian piano teacher in the unusual and tense context of a juvenile 

 
10 Chivers, From Old Woman to Older Woman, xxxiv.  
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prison. This has a remarkable effect on her body: removed from the visual 

outskirts of society and placed amongst equally abject bodies, she is 

rendered both visible and touchable.  

In addition to the confined space of the prison there is another 

aggressive factor inscribing itself onto the bodies within it: sound. Even 

though she does not directly address it, Marks argues that sound, too, can 

be haptic: “so too hearing can perceive the environment in a more or less 

instrumental way.” 11  The sound in Four Minutes is violent, as is the 

disrespectful way the young angry pianist treats the old lady. The effect, 

however, is entirely contrary to a degradation of the aged woman: to 

respect this body would be equal to mummifying it, to accepting an 

“abject” inscription on it and giving in to its expected representation. 

Moreover, the same violent rapport also affects the viewer-screen 

relationship. When Marks introduces the notion of identification with an 

old, sick or handicapped body,12 she still seems to suggest that the skin or 

surface of the image displaying said body remains intact.  

However, what if this skin itself is not only not intact but subject to 

erosion? The film displays a series of haptic or what I would like to call 

“numbed” images that illustrate this. One of these images appears right 

after the two main characters’ first meeting. The piano teacher will not let 

Jenny play with her bruised hands and asks the superintendent to lead her 

out. Jenny’s self-destructiveness is directed against the latter and, as soon 

as he touches her, she starts to beat him up. The camera does not show the 

violent act itself but focuses, instead, on the teacher in close-up leaving the 

 
11 Laura Marks, The Skin of the Film, Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the 

Senses (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2000), 183. 
12  This is suggested in her concept of the “tactile mirror stage.” Here, 

identification functions by means of touch (Marks, Touch, Sensuous Theory and 
Multisensory Media, 16). Thus, the image in haptic theory need not be intact. 
Instead, spectators are allowed to identify with an image or a self which is “ageing 
and disappearing” yet “contains the memory of a more complete self” (Ibid., 105-
106).  
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room (fig.2). Apart from a tinnitus-like sound the background noises 

suddenly seem very distant. The teacher’s aural perception of the scene 

appears to be numbed and, throughout her partially “numbed” walk, the 

visual background is blurred and thus visually silenced. The detachment of 

her body from the rest of the images and noises transports the elderly 

woman into a space somewhere in front of the screen. Against the blurry 

background her body seems almost overly visible and appears to protrude 

from it. Her body comes across as closer to the audience and seems to be 

more intimately linked with the bodies of the spectators who share the 

teacher’s perception. The fact that her percipience is violently interrupted 

has a direct impact on the viewer. Her body is not intentionally violated 

yet her perception causes it to react in a way that might have been similar 

had it actually been assaulted. This observation is equally valuable with 

regard to the viewer-film relation: the temporal interruption of two senses 

(hearing and seeing) emphasizes the materiality of the aged body, the 

texture of the teacher’s cardigan, hair and skin, and even that of the filmic 

image itself. It thus stimulates the relation that exists between viewer and 

film, inviting us to haptically interact with this “numbed image.” When 

sound finally returns (and thus the hearing sense), the rhythmic beats of 

the Handcuff Rock Jenny manages to play before the security officers stop 

her sound like acoustic punches. Significantly, the device of the “numbed 

image” recurs later on after the young woman has lost her temper and 

beaten the older woman. The image fades to black to the sound of Krüger’s 

body collapsing to the ground. The spectator, who is knocked out along 

with the teacher and again shares her perception, sees (or indeed senses) a 

recurrent image of a tender moment between the two women, when they 

danced together earlier in the film. Thus, after the taboo of beating an old 

woman has been shockingly violated and the social assumptions of her 

fragility and untouchability finally destroyed, the subsequent tender haptic 

image provides a level of relief. 
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While deep emotions are relatively subdued in Four Minutes, Cloud 

Nine renders their pragmatic corporeal reality much more explicit. It 

“hapticizes” extraordinary images of a relationship drama—a woman (Inge 

[Ursula Werner], in her mid-60s) is caught between two men, her 

husband (Werner [Horst Rehberg], in his 70s), and her lover (Karl 

[Horst Westphal], almost 80)—that would be considered common and 

potentially boring had it occurred at an earlier stage in the protagonists’ 

lives. When the film was first released it caused a minor scandal due to its 

explicit sex scenes. However, here too, the spectator is gently lured into a 

haptic viewing of the bodies. This takes place in several steps.  

The opening shots of the film show a needle hopping up and down 

and Inge touching her face; these then give way to sweaty close-ups of her 

face and of the tactility of the craft of sewing. In subsequent shots she is 

shown taking the tram. The reflection of the sunshine in the glass and the 

movement of the tram render her face visible at times and invisible at 

others, blurring inside and outside on the reflective surface. Thus, the 

ageing woman’s face and body are protected while the viewer gently 

grows accustomed to them. This introduction of the aged body shows how 

haptic visuality is “in itself erotic.”13 The skin-on-skin experience of haptic 

film viewing is “primarily mimetic” and blurs the boundaries between 

subject and object.14 Consequently, desire here is not linked to any object 

but located somewhere between the filmic image and the spectatorial body; 

the intimacy inherent in haptic viewing challenges common 

preconceptions about which bodies can be called beautiful and desirable. 

The process of haptic sensitization which occurred during the first 

few scenes pays off when Inge is shown having sex with Karl, the 

customer to whom she has come to deliver a pair of altered trousers. The 

camera is close enough to show the wrinkled skin, grey hair, fat deposits 

 
13 Marks, The Skin of the Film, 185. 
14 Ibid., 141. 
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and age spots yet respectful enough to not reveal everything. 

Furthermore, either one or both of the characters’ heads remain within the 

frame at all times so as to limit the fragmentation of their bodies. Precisely 

here lies the difference between voyeurism and eroticism (fig 3). Whereas 

voyeurism relies on distance in order to master the object, eroticism is 

akin to haptic visuality.15 It sets up a “tension between viewer and image,” 

by rendering them “vulnerable” and reversing the power relation.16 This 

first sex scene clearly illustrates the unsettling character of the haptic 

strategy. What it reveals might still disturb spectators yet it speaks to 

them on the level of the intelligent body: these very bodies which society 

has termed abject are clearly visible and engaged in a life-affirming act. 

Indeed, this might be the most perception-altering fact about these images: 

that these old bodies are touched and desired in images that involve the 

spectators themselves on a haptic level.  

The frequency with which sex is shown in the film reinforces this 

mechanism. The film’s actual “scandal,” however, arises less from these 

explicit sex scenes than from their implication of a potential shift in gender 

roles occurring in old age. Cloud Nine shows in filmic terms what happens 

when the social gaze ceases to apply: the use of haptic images allows for 

the female body to be shown as desirable and purged of the limitations of 

the dominant ideal of beauty; the biological male predefinition, however, 

remains. In very old age the body turns into destiny and does so, first and 

foremost, for men who are no longer able to adhere to the image of a 

potent body.17 Werner and Karl embody very different types of ageing 

men. The differences in their representation (apart from its over-

simplification) are highly unfair: whereas Werner represents the figure of 

the benevolently dependent grandfather whose bodily strength is 

 
15 Ibid., 184.   
16 Ibid., 185. 
17 Blum-Lehmann, “Leib-körperliches Altern und Identität,”  46.   
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weakening, Karl embodies the “young old” subject defined by Blum-

Lehmann as a postmodern figure pursuing agelessness and eternal 

youthfulness.18 Nevertheless, both are constantly trying to maintain their 

virility whereas Inge rediscovers the power of her body’s sensuality and 

finds herself quite unexpectedly in a position of sexual empowerment. As a 

result, the boundaries erode between her role as a grandmother, as a lover 

and an adulteress. The moral questioning of her character ceases only 

when, in another haptic image, she mourns Werner’s suicide while Karl is 

holding her, and the consequences, but also the courage of her decision, are 

tragically revealed. 

 
*** 

 
Through these three case studies, I have shown how a series of current 

films are aiming to lure the spectator into a haptic interaction with female 

(and male) aged bodies on screen. They reveal the strategies behind the 

haptic turn and willfully destroy the visual regime that formerly used to 

render aged (especially female) bodies abject. In so doing, they re-inscribe 

these bodies with different meanings and challenge the stereotypes 

commonly associated with ageing women, such as that of the figure of the 

grandmother.  

In La Vieillesse (1970), de Beauvoir writes that love and jealousy as 

felt and expressed by ageing individuals are considered disgusting or 

ridiculous, while their sexuality is seen as repulsive and their expressions 

of violence are viewed as preposterous.19 Strangely, the bodies in the films 

in question are motivated by precisely these emotions. Hence they reverse 

commonly held assumptions about an emotional pacification thought to 

occur in old age. Not only do these films render the occurrence of extreme 

 
18 Ibid., 39. 
19 Simone de Beauvoir, La Vieillesse Volume 1. (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 

1970), 9-10. 
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emotions in old age credible, but they also facilitate spectatorial bodily 

engagement with them since they trigger embodied memories linked to 

these emotions. The contact with the aged body that viewers have found in 

the cinema auditorium might come to be reactivated in their everyday 

lives, be it within encounters with ageing people or in relation with 

spectators’ own bodily ageing. It remains to be seen whether this visual 

strategy of representing aged bodies will reappear in other national or 

international productions. 

 

Tatjana Schmidt studied Literature, Art and Media Studies, and British 

and American Studies, at the Universities of Cork and Constance, where 

she obtained a Bachelor’s degree in 2010. She also holds a joint Masters 
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Appendix 

Fig. 1 

Geier amidst her family 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2  

Numbed Image 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 

Haptic Erotics 
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Comment les stars du rock vieillissent: le cas Mötley Crüe 

Hélène Laurin (Université d’Ottawa) 

 

Cet article propose une exploration du thème de l’âge chez Mötley Crüe, un 

groupe de glam metal qui a connu son heure de gloire dans le courant des 

années 1980. En me penchant sur les discours autobiographiques de son 

frontman, Nikki Sixx, et en particulier sur deux de ses autobiographies, je 

m’intéresse à la façon dont Sixx se positionne comme un « rebelle sage ». En 

effet, Sixx n’hésite pas à tirer des leçons de vie de chacune de ses épreuves ; 

leçons qu’il souligne à grands traits tout au long de ses livres, faisant de ceux-

ci des ouvrages de croissance personnelle autant que des autobiographies. En 

étudiant quelques passages tirés de ces deux ouvrages, j’arrive à la conclusion 

que la rébellion vécue par le musicien durant ses jeunes années – rébellion que 

j’ai nommée « bourgoisie radicale » – est redéfinie, avec l’âge, comme une 

sagesse teintée de réflexivité et ayant pour but d’atteindre un état de «  santé 

émotionnelle ». Ainsi, le goût prononcé de Nikki Sixx pour le party s’est muté 

en volonté de se « libérer de ses démons », mais ceci toujours avec intégrité et 

au nom de l’expression de soi. 

 

In this article, I explore the theme of  age in relation to Mötley Crüe, a glam 

metal band that reached the height of  its popularity in the 1980s. I focus on 

the autobiographical writings of  the band’s frontman, Nikki Sixx and, more 

specifically, on two of  his autobiographies where he positions himself  as a 

“wise rebel.” As I make clear, Sixx never fails to learn from each and every 

hardship, and the emphasis he places on “life lessons” in his writings 

ultimately allows his autobiographies to cross over into the realm of  self-help. 

After examining a selection of  passages from these two books, I conclude that 
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the rebellion which characterized the band’s early years—a particular brand 

of  rebellion that I have dubbed “radical bourgeoisie”—comes to be redefined 

by Sixx at a later stage in his life when he transforms it into a new-found 

wisdom, tinged with self-consciousness, that continuously strives toward an 

emotional state of  well-being. In other words, Nikki Sixx’s propensity to 

party has transformed into a will to “free himself  of  his demons,” but always 

in the name of  integrity and self-expression. 
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Mötley Crüe est un groupe de glam metal qui a connu son heure de gloire au 

courant des années 1980. Les quatre membres originaux (le chanteur Vince 

Neil, le bassiste Nikki Sixx, le batteur Tommy Lee et le guitariste Mick Mars), 

même s’ils sont toujours actifs – ils enchaînent les tournées et le groupe a 

sorti une nouvelle chanson fin 2012 – sont aujourd’hui surtout reconnus pour 

leur style de vie absolument débauché dont témoignent leurs écrits 

autobiographiques en six livres : The Dirt: Confessions of  the World’s Most 

Notorious Rock Band (2001), Tommyland (2004), The Heroin Diaries: A Year in 

the Life of  a Shattered Rock Star (2007), Mötley Crüe: A Visual History 1983-

2005 (2009), Tattoos and Tequila: To Hell and Back with One of  Rock’s Most 

Notorious Frontmen (2010) et This Is Gonna Hurt: Music, Photography and Life 

Through the Distorted Lens of  Nikki Sixx (2011). Dans ces autobiographies, les 

membres du groupe présentent leur vie, « sexe, drogues et rock n’ roll », 

mettant l’accent non pas sur leur vision artistique ou créative, mais plutôt sur 

les anecdotes croustillantes et scabreuses qui lui ont donné la réputation d’être 

l’un des groupes les plus déjantés de l’histoire du rock. 

  Dans cet article, je propose une exploration du thème de l’âge chez 

Mötley Crüe. Plus spécifiquement, je souhaite analyser comment l’âge se 

conjugue à la rébellion dans les discours autobiographiques de Nikki Sixx, le 

bassiste, fondateur et principal auteur-compositeur du groupe. La culture rock 

a été construite sur les promesses hédonistes et rebelles associées à la jeunesse 

et sur l’opposition à l’autorité des parents (et des adultes, plus généralement). 

Maintenant que les stars du rock sont des parents, jouent au golf, mais 

continuent d’enregistrer et de faire des tournées, comment réconcilient-ils leur 

âge et leur métier de rock star, qui présuppose bien souvent un style de vie 

décadent ? Les deux autobiographies « solo » du bassiste Nikki Sixx, The 
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Heroin Diaries et This Is Gonna Hurt, peuvent contribuer à répondre à cette 

question. La première retrace l’année 1987, mais elle est également truffée de 

passages, écrits en 2006, où le bassiste raconte le cheminement vers la sobriété 

qu’il a parcouru entre 1987 et 2006. La deuxième présente ses photographies 

d’art à travers son récit de vie, ainsi que des conseils. Dans ses deux livres, 

Sixx se positionne tout particulièrement comme un « shaman du rock », un 

homme spirituel et rebelle, rempli d’une sagesse (faussement) modeste, 

reconnaissant qu’il trébuche encore parfois, mais n’hésitant jamais à prodiguer 

d’amples conseils de vie. Après une exploration de quelques passages de ces 

livres, j’analyserai les manières dont Nikki Sixx, maintenant un homme 

réfléchi et mature, met en lien son nouveau discours thérapeutique, inspiré de 

sa désintoxication, avec le style de rébellion de ses plus jeunes années. 

 

Les livres de croissance personnelle dans le monde du rock 

 
La volonté du bassiste, avec This Is Gonna Hurt, est d’écrire un livre de 

croissance personnelle funky; comme dans tout bon livre de ce genre, Sixx y 

présente neuf  « principes de vie ». En plus de formuler quatre principes 

dérivés de la lecture d’un autre livre de croissance personnelle1, il en présente 

cinq de son propre cru : 

1. Be impeccable with your word. 
2. Don’t take anything personally. 
3. Don’t make assumptions. 
4. Always do your best. […] 
1. You can always renegotiate your life. 
2. Love the ones who hurt you. 
3. Be inspired by all walks of  life. 

 
1 Don Miguel Ruiz, The Four Agreements: A Practical Guide to Personal Freedom 

(San Rafael, Californie : Amber-Allen Publishing, 1993).  
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4. Pay attention to your instinct. 

5. Don’t neglect your death2. 

 

Les quatre premiers principes seraient paradoxalement des « non-principes » 

pour lui, le bassiste étant toujours soucieux de démontrer à quel point il est 

toujours un rebelle : « I try to use them as my daily mantras, my all-purpose 

rules (or some say nonrules). »3 Quant aux cinq autres principes, ils sont à la 

base de sa « nouvelle drogue » : 

I do not want to relive my final night [celle de sa surdose quasi-
mortelle en 1987] too many times other than to remind myself  that I 
am without a doubt a drug addict and an alcoholic. Yes, I am in 
recovery from my disease, but what I get high on is my recovery from 
being an asshole. […] Recovery comes in many forms, but for me it 
mostly comes in gratitude and awareness. […] these are my own 
personal principles to live by4. 

 

En plus de conseils qui lui permettent d’avancer, et qui pourraient, selon lui, 

être bénéfiques à ses lecteurs, il explique la vie et ses épreuves selon des 

métaphores simples : 

Life is like a long ride to nowhere in particular. We’re bound to get a 
flat tire somewhere along the journey and it’s never a good time for it 
to happen… in fact, it’s usually pouring rain or a blizzard when you 
feel the car jolt from the tire that just blew out underneath you and 
ripped away at your safety and support. But we don’t have a choice 
really. We have to get out, fix the flat, get back in the car and head 
back out on the highway of  life5. 

 

 
2 Nikki Sixx, This Is Gonna Hurt: Music, Photography and Life Through the 

Distorted Lens of  Nikki Sixx (New York : William Morrow, 2011), 117-127. 
3 Ibid., 116. 
4 Ibid., 125. 
5 Nikki Sixx et Ian Gittins, The Heroin Diaries: A Year in the Life of  a Shattered 

Rock Star (New York : Simon & Schuster, 2007), 409. 
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Ces conseils et ces métaphores mettent Sixx sur un piédestal, une situation 

supérieure aux lecteurs : s’il est capable de prodiguer ces préceptes, cela 

signifie qu’il a tout vécu et qu’il sait tout, donc qu’il est un genre de manitou 

omnipotent. 

D’ailleurs, la manière dont il construit sa spiritualité passe tout d’abord 

par une acceptation de Dieu, ou plutôt d’une idée de Dieu. En fait, il a eu 

beaucoup de difficulté à accepter une notion de divinité dans sa vie. Par 

exemple, dans sa note du 1er mai 1987 dans The Heroin Diaries, il écrit : 

Today I did something that I never thought I’d do… I called Bob 
Timmons [le conseiller en désintoxication du groupe] and asked him 
to help me. […] He asked me to get on my knees and pray to God to 
lose this obsession with drugs… I wouldn’t do it. Fuck that6! 
 

Cette aversion de Dieu entre dans sa vision de la rébellion individualiste – que 

je présenterai au cours de la prochaine section – à l’encontre des idées 

préconçues et de ce qui lui est demandé. En même temps, dans la conclusion 

du même livre, écrite en 2006, il admet deux (autres) principes de vie, dont un 

inclut l’idée de Dieu : 

1. You gotta give it away to keep what you got. 2. Let go and let God. 
[…] I never thought there was a God (well, maybe I thought I was 
him), but I know now there is a power greater than myself  and that 
has been a huge part of  my sobriety. So I let shit go, and let the man 
upstairs deal with it. A guy who was a complete control freak letting 
go as a way of  life… amazing…7 

 

En fait, sa spiritualité semble très fortement calquée sur celle apprise dans 

l’organisation des Alcooliques Anonymes, de laquelle il fait partie. Elle est 

faite de préceptes simples, glanés un peu partout et qui sont devenus la clef  

 
6 Ibid., 142. 
7 Ibid., 409-410. 
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pour interpréter son travail artistique, tout particulièrement ses 

photographies. 

You know, like the blink of  an eye, a flash, then it’s gone. I know that 
for me, the magic is in the moment. I live for the mystery of  that. I 
learned this somewhere along the way. I hear it in AA meetings often: 
one day at a time. I even hear one minute at a time. […] I think 
photography realigns me with the moment8. 

 

Cette nouvelle spiritualité, apprise et développée en vieillissant, lui donne des 

outils pour s’aider, aider les autres et comprendre sa créativité. En ce sens, elle 

contribue à sa réflexivité en tant qu’artiste. 

 

D’une rébellion à l’autre 

 
 La rébellion des jeunes années des membres de Mötley Crüe se caractérise par 

ce que j’ai nommé une « bourgeoisie radicale9 ». En somme, selon leurs 

discours autobiographiques, les membres de Mötley Crüe réduisent leur 

rébellion « pré-sobriété10 » au non-respect des règles de base et à la liberté 

individuelle absolue. Leur « rébellion » n’était donc pas tant un refus de se 

soumettre à l’autorité qu’une décadence, qu’une volonté d’être aussi immoral 

ou outrancier que possible. Ils ont misé sur le choc superficiel que peuvent 

causer des comportements transgressifs. En ce sens, leur rébellion constitue 

surtout une volonté de choquer. Cette immoralité outrancière se conjugue à la 

 
8 Sixx, This Is Gonna Hurt, 8. 
9 Pour plus de détails sur la rébellion de Mötley Crüe, voir le cinquième chapitre 

de ma thèse de doctorat ; Hélène Laurin, « La Valorisation à travers les récits de vie 
mythiques : le projet autobiographique de Mötley Crüe au sein de la culture rock » 
(Thèse de doctorat, Université McGill, 2012). 

10 La sobriété, qu’elle soit réalisée durant la trentaine ou la cinquantaine, semble 
effectivement être le point de non-retour par lequel tous les membres de Mötley Crüe 
(donc pas uniquement Nikki Sixx) se définissent en tant « qu’adultes responsables ». 
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primauté des droits individuels et à un refus de contribuer aux attentes 

préconçues. Mais surtout, leur indépendance d’action et de pensé est 

individualiste ; ces garçons font comme cela leur chante, à tout moment. En 

fait, la rébellion rock – celle décrite dans le projet autobiographique de Mötley 

Crüe et se référant à leur jeunesse, du moins – apparaît ainsi comme une 

bourgeoisie radicale. La rébellion des jeunes années de Mötley Crüe est peut-

être « anti-establishment », mais elle est d’abord et avant tout « libre à tout prix ». 

  Or les autobiographies/livres de croissance personnelle écrits par Nikki 

Sixx, dont nous avons parcouru quelques extraits, modifient cette bourgeoisie 

radicale. Il apparaît que l’âge rend les comportements transgressifs et 

immoraux des membres du groupe plutôt vains ; par exemple, Nikki Sixx est 

quatre fois père et prend son rôle très au sérieux, comme le montrent plusieurs 

passages dans au moins trois des autobiographies du groupe. Et justement, en 

se basant sur la performativité des autobiographies – l’idée que les discours 

autobiographiques font quelque chose –, c’est à travers la réflexivité de 

l’autobiographe que le lecteur peut déceler comment le locuteur se conçoit et 

comment il veut être perçu. Cette conscience de soi en pleine action est 

importante pour les autobiographies de célébrités, puisqu’elles permettent 

d’entrapercevoir la (supposée) « vraie » personne derrière la star (ou plutôt, la 

personne que la star construit dans son autobiographie)11. Aussi, les 

autobiographies de stars reconduisent-elles les normes sociales, qui ont 

souvent été violées par divers scandales; les bons et les mauvais 

comportements à suivre socialement sont ainsi instaurés via un code moral 

articulé dans et par les autobiographies12. De cette manière, ce qui est raconté 

 
11 Sidonie Smith et Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting 

Life Narratives (Minneapolis : University of  Minnesota Press, 2010). 
12 James Lull et Stephen Hinerman, « The Search for Scandal, » dans Media 
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dans une autobiographie devient un discours intersubjectif, s’insérant dans à 

une conjoncture sociale et culturelle. Ce qui est supposé vrai dans le récit 

autobiographique est en fait une dialectique entre le récit de vie et la 

conjoncture. L’autobiographie a ainsi le pouvoir de modifier cette conjoncture; 

la performativité s’incarne notamment là : les autobiographies ont le pouvoir 

de modifier « la réalité13 ». 

  Les livres de croissance personnelle, appelés « self-help books » en 

anglais, ont commencé à être extrêmement populaires, aux États-Unis du 

moins, dans le courant des années 197014. En fait, les fondements de ces livres 

sont tout à fait en phase avec un type d’authenticité promu par la culture rock 

(qui met en avant une intégrité extrême), mais aussi tout particulièrement avec 

la rébellion revendiquée par Mötley Crüe. En effet, les livres de croissance 

personnelle « promoted self-realization and emotional honesty15 ». La 

libération de soi passe par une conscience extrême de ses propres sentiments et 

un devoir urgent de les communiquer en tout temps16. Ce qui empêche 

l’expression de soi doit être réduit à néant, car cela nuit à l’estime de soi et à la 

santé émotionnelle, et donc, au bonheur17. Les livres de croissance personnelle 

promettent bien souvent d’aider les lecteurs à se découvrir et à faire tomber les 

barrières de la peur : 

You just need to be who you really are and who you are is whoever 
you are when you stop doing all the things you do to be someone 

 
Scandals: Morality and Desire in the Popular Culture Marketplace (New York : Columbia 
University Press, 1997). 

13 Smith et Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life 
Narratives. 

14 Eva S. Moskowitz, In Therapy We Trust: America’s Obsession with Self-Fulfillment 
(Baltimore et Londres : The John Hopkins University Press, 2001).  

15 Ibid., 218. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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other than who you are because you’re so afraid who you really are 
may not be all right18. 
 

Nous avons lu que les principes de Nikki Sixx mettent l’accent sur l’honnêteté 

(« Be impeccable with your word »), l’actualisation du soi (« Always do your 

best » et aussi « Don’t neglect your death »), la connaissance de soi (« Pay 

attention to your instincts »), le courage d’être soi (« You can always 

renegotiate your life »). De plus, « tout remettre dans les mains de Dieu » et 

être dans le moment présent sont des préceptes qui ressemblent quelque peu à 

la manière dont les membres de Mötley Crüe vivaient leur rébellion dans leurs 

jeunes années, sauf  que c’était au nom du party au lieu d’être au nom de la 

« spiritualité ». La bourgeoisie radicale, qui constitue le type de rébellion 

préconisé dans les écrits autobiographiques de Mötley Crüe, c’est-à-dire « faire 

ce que tu veux quand tu veux », est ainsi drapée de nouveaux vêtements qui la 

redéfinissent comme une sagesse teintée de réflexivité permettant d’être en 

bonne santé émotionnelle. Ainsi, la manière dont Nikki Sixx réconcilie 

rébellion et âge correspond à une spiritualité mainstream, qui encourage la 

« libération » du soi par sa manifestation et son expression constante et 

absolue, et de ce fait rejoint le premier type de rébellion du groupe, la 

bourgeoisie radicale. 

 

*** 
 
Beaucoup des autobiographies des membres de Mötley Crüe – tout comme 

d’autres autobiographies de stars du rock publiées au cours de la dernière 

décennie (Dave Mustaine de Megadeth dans Mustaine : A Heavy Metal Memoir 

[2011] et Steven Adler de Guns N’ Roses dans My Appetite for Destruction : Sex 

 
18 Ibid.  
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& Drugs & Guns N’Roses [2011], notamment) – témoignent de leurs vies 

brisées par les drogues et les trahisons, et les musiciens partagent maintenant 

leurs apprentissages de vie au travers ces livres. Ces autobiographies révèlent 

l’adoption d’un discours thérapeutique qui non seulement agit pour chacun 

d’entre eux comme une réponse à la perte du sentiment d’identité instituée par 

leur consommation de drogues, mais constitue, lorsque les autobiographies 

sont considérées dans leur entièreté, un régime moral. Ce régime moral est 

fondé sur les principes de la guérison de soi, la découverte de la spiritualité, et 

l’importance de la stabilité émotionnelle au fur et à mesure que leur récit de 

vie se déroule19. L’authenticité et la cohérence de leurs vies privée et publique, 

fondues dans leurs autobiographies, démontrent que les hommes mûrs qu’ils 

sont devenus adhèrent aux discours thérapeutiques et les renforcent (« même 

les stars du rock décadentes affirment l’importance de prendre soin de soi »), 

créant ainsi un modèle pour « vieillir dans et avec le rock », en étant davantage 

en paix avec soi-même, sage, spirituel, réflexif  voire réfléchi sur sa propre 

position, plus authentique que jamais, mais toujours soi-disant rebelle. 

 

 

Hélène Laurin est une chercheuse postdoctorale à l’École d’études politiques 

de l’Université d’Ottawa. Elle est titulaire d’un doctorat en études de la 

communication de l’Université McGill. Sa thèse, dirigée par le professeur Will 

Straw, porte sur la légitimation de la culture rock, plus précisément à travers 

le projet autobiographique du groupe Mötley Crüe. Ses intérêts de recherche 

 
19 Je me suis concentrée sur Nikki Sixx dans cet article, mais Tommy Lee 

témoigne longuement de son éveil spirituel en prison à la fin des années 1990, et Vince 
Neil décrit comment il a progressivement découvert une autre dimension de sa 
personnalité après la mort de sa fillette Skylar au milieu des années 1990. 
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portent sur les études critiques de la culture (les cultural studies), la 

narratologie, la mémoire, les mythes et, bien sûr, les vieilles stars du rock. 

 

Hélène Laurin is a postdoctoral fellow at the School of  Political Studies at the 

University of  Ottawa. She holds a PhD in communication studies from 

McGill University. Her dissertation, supervised by Dr. Will Straw, focuses on 

rock culture’s legitimation as it is made visible in Mötley Crüe’s 

autobiographical project. Her research interests range from cultural studies to 

narrative studies, memory, myths and, of  course, old rock stars. 
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Home Pages: Domesticity and Duplicity in Images of Architecture for 

Ageing* 

Annmarie Adams (McGill University) and Sally Chivers (Trent University) 

 

 

This paper explores images of long-term care institutions on contemporary 

websites as contexts for understanding age as “a sweep of delimited time.” In 

particular, it considers how and why good institutions are described as 

inviting, cozy, intimate, and above all home-like, while other facilities are 

criticized for being exactly the opposite: uncomfortable, unhome-like and 

above all, “institutional.” By studying the imagery and architecture of long-

term care we illuminate important tensions between representations and place; 

and between home and institution. We explain how an emphasis on homelike 

décor camouflages the functioning of highly complex and highly regulated 

institutions. 

 

Cet article prend pour point de départ des images d’établissements de soins de 

longue durée, diffusées sur des sites web récents, afin de mettre en évidence  

l’âge en tant que « période définie ».  En particulier, nous examinons comment 

et pourquoi les établissements de soins de longue durée sont jugés satisfaisants 

lorsqu’ils sont dits accueillants, intimes et domestiques.  À l’inverse, d’autres 

établissements sont critiqués en raison de leur caractère institutionnel. En 

étudiant l’imagerie et l’architecture des établissements de soins de longue 

 
* Thanks to McGill University School of Architecture students Frederika Eilers, 

Eve Lachapelle, and Don Toromanoff, who each contributed to research towards this 
essay. This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada as part of their Major Collaborative Research Initiative. Pat 
Armstrong, York University, Principal Investigator [file#412-2010-1004]. 
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durée, nous jetons un éclairage sur les tensions importantes qui existent entre 

représentation et lieu, domicile et institution. Enfin, nous montrons en quoi 

l’accent mis sur un décor familier camoufle le fonctionnement d’institutions 

hautement complexes et réglementées. 
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In North America, long-term care (LTC) architecture has traditionally been 

the work of mediocre architectural firms. Highly constrained by governmental 

regulations, the design of the places where most of us will age and die is far 

from inspired, and marked by a remarkable conservatism. Many LTC 

buildings look like hotel chains and are sited like strip malls, forming 

undistinguished backdrops to unremarkable thoroughfares, designed more for 

cars than for people. Rarely do the top students in architecture schools take on 

long-term care buildings for their thesis projects, perhaps because of this 

reputation for design constraints rather than innovation. This legacy of 

banality received widespread recognition with Robert Venturi’s Guild House 

of 1960-63 in Philadelphia,1 generally appreciated as one of the first works of 

postmodernism, where the architect opted to celebrate the unremarkable 

architectural traditions associated with housing for seniors, and even included 

a giant, non-functioning television antenna in the centre of the building’s 

façade, poking fun at the major activity of residents living in its 91 units. 

 Since the 1960s, and perhaps as an incentive to improve design 

standards, long-term care architecture has frequently been a category in 

national and international design awards. In recent years, at least in Canada, 

more established and highly visible architectural firms have designed new 

long-term care centres, with a number of positive outcomes. This movement 

of good firms to LTC projects might also be tied to the close alliance of long-

term care with healthcare design, as emerging architects seek out lucrative 

and highly specialized hospital commissions by trying their hands at related 

projects first. A number of Canadian long-term care projects, in fact, have won 

recognition from the International Academy for Health and Design, an 

 
1 “Guild House,” PhilaPlace, www.philaplace.org/story/259/ (accessed July 7, 

2013). 
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association mostly focused on hospital design, founded in Sweden in 1997. 

 With the general intention of outlining some recent trends in long-term 

care design, this article explores award-winning long-term care projects 

through images and texts on institutional and architectural websites. What 

interests us in particular is how institutions celebrated as successful in terms 

of design engage associations with domestic life and institutionalization in 

their advertisements and in their architecture. “Home pages” advertising LTC 

institutions in metropolitan areas like Toronto, for example, show an 

abundance of brick buildings featuring pitched roofs and bay windows, 

recalling the look of detached houses. Many entrances to long-term care 

buildings, in addition, look like hotel entrances and lobbies, with peninsular 

awnings reaching out to guests in an expression of hospitality. Websites 

typically depict residents surrounded by their own furniture, ensuring that the 

rooms in these large institutions resemble their former homes.  

 However, despite these gestures to the homelikeness of LTC buildings, 

the sites also emphasize the institutional nature of the settings, creating an 

intriguing tension that highlights the interplay among biological and cultural 

dimensions of growing old during a demographic boom. By studying these 

representations of long-term care, we begin to illuminate significant tensions 

between representations and place; and between home and institution. Since 

long-term care institutions lie at the intersection of home and hospital, we 

wish to untangle their dual nature, by first examining them as placeholders for 

previously lived-in environments, and then as highly-organized systems that 

won’t shy away from administering medical care. 
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LTC architecture as home-like 

 
To begin, we note how website texts describe good institutions as inviting, 

cozy, intimate, and above all home-like, while other facilities are implicitly 

criticized for being exactly the opposite: uncomfortable and unhome-like. 

However, even these attempts are haunted by the reality that the setting is 

institutional, so that no website or image is wholly convincing in terms of its 

claims to domesticity. The places may be home-like but they are always very 

clearly not home. Toronto’s Apotex Centre at Baycrest, built in 2000 by 

Diamond Schmitt Architects, is a good example of a large-scale institution 

(472 beds) caught between these two worlds of home and institution.  

 

         

Figure 1: The Apotex Centre at Baycrest, Toronto. Website images such as this one 

provide a first impression to potential residents. (Source: 

http://www.baycrest.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/care-programs-01.jpg) 
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 Figure 1 from the section of Baycrest’s website entitled “Living at 

Baycrest” illustrates this tension. The slight low angle shot tries to make the 

seven-storey structure and imposing entranceway look as though it is 

surrounded by “nature,” in the form of a few carefully spaced, relatively young 

trees and a manicured though brownish lawn. Instead, the viewer is 

encouraged to place him or herself as though viewing an institution from 

outside, preferably from within his or her own (non-institutional) “home.” The 

link for Apotex takes viewers to a text screen with no images that emphasizes 

“small, home-like settings,” with “flexible schedules,” based on “each resident’s 

needs and preferences,” while also being clear about “rehabilitation programs” 

and the existence of a “spousal support group.”2 Thus there is an element of 

“home” being sold as well as a reminder that this is a safe, advanced, medical 

facility that knows that spouses stay outside, in “real” homes. Apotex garnered 

a 2004 Ontario Association of Architects Award of Excellence, as well as an 

award from the Canadian Institute of Steel Construction in 2000. But its sheer 

scale (indicated by the use of steel in construction) makes it difficult for 

Baycrest to fully hide its institutional nature; and spaces such as a massive 

atrium and auditoria conjure up associations with financial institutions or 

corporate headquarters and even shopping malls. Nonetheless, the 

arrangement of individual rooms in Baycrest’s latest addition illustrates an 

explicit effort at domesticity: “recognizing that a home-like environment was 

needed for satisfactory long-term care, the Apotex Centre is made up of 36 

semi-autonomous, home-like clusters”3 declares the architects’ website. 

 
2 “Apotex centre—long-term care,” Baycrest, www.baycrest.org/?page_id=15496 

(accessed June 29, 2013). 
3 “The Apotex Centre,” Diamond Schmitt Architects, www.dsai.ca/projects/the-

apotex-centre-baycrest-centre-for-geriatric-care (accessed July 3, 2013). 
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 Running parallel to this architectural trend for LTC architecture to look 

homey is a textual discourse focused on domesticity. Norview Lodge designed 

by architects Montgomery Sisam in 2005, a municipally-owned and operated, 

not-for-profit institution in Simcoe, Ontario, is typical of these, presenting 

explicit references to the 179-bed facility as a home, despite the reality of 

residents living in large groups of unrelated co-residents: “The home is a two-

storey building featuring 8 home areas, one of which is a secure dementia area. 

Each home area provides both basic and private accommodation for either 22 

or 23 Residents,”4 visitors learn in the Norfolk.ca website section about 

Norview. This repetitive and insistent use of the word “home” is mirrored by 

other domestic references in the short (182 words) write up which contains the 

key words: landscape, courtyard, gazebo, greenhouse, dining room, family 

room with fireplace, kitchenette, and main kitchen. However, the same tension 

as with Apotex is present here, where the website authors also stress the 

“secure dementia area,” “activity room,” “communication centre,” “medication 

room,” “gift shop,” public washrooms, meeting rooms (mentioned twice in the 

same list), physician office, consultant’s office, therapy room, staff lunch room 

and adherence to the “smoke-Free Ontario Legislation and Ministry Standards 

and Guidelines,”5 demonstrating and even showcasing a decidedly 

institutional element. The same architects designed the Ontario Mission of the 

Deaf, a finalist in the 2009 International Academy for Health and Design 

Award and winner of a 2008 Ontario Wood Works Award. Here it is even 

suggested that a home-like atmosphere will mean better care for the residents. 

The 2006 building located on land overlooking Lake Simcoe in Barrie, just 

north of Toronto, is currently administered by The Bob Rumball Foundation 

 
4 “Norview Lodge,” Norfolk County, www.norfolkcounty.ca/living/health-and-

social-services/norview-lodge (accessed July 5, 2013). 
5 Ibid. 
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for the Deaf.  The LTC home’s website optimistically explains that: 

An integrated model of care allows staff to assist residents in all areas 
of their daily life, creating a personal and home like atmosphere. Staff 
strive to develop relationships with the seniors and see each not just 
as a resident but also as a person.6 [italics in original] 
 

The facility’s website also mixes the idea of care with the idea of home, listing 

one of “Our Values” as “Promoting a holistic perspective of health with a 

home-like setting.”7 The site also explains that within the facility “Home areas 

are divided into houses each of which has a distinct look and colour code” 

[italics original]. The use of domestic language is intriguing, and the use of 

colour codes is a gesture towards the needs of deaf residents. However, it is 

also decidedly institutional since deaf people living in the community would 

not use single colour codes to locate their homes. Further, LTC facilities are 

just as likely to use visual, rather than auditory, codes to signal spatial divides.  

 The assumption behind individualized care, here expressed in part as 

homelikeness, is that personalized space will give residents a greater sense of 

control, and that control is good for us as we age. A magazine feature on 

Wellesley Central Place, a 150-bed building which gained Toronto-based 

architect Tye Farrow an International Academy of Design and Health 

Architect Award in 2007, links domestic imagery directly with this enhanced 

sense of control. “Focused on two main guiding principles, Wellesley Central 

Place provides a home-like environment and the opportunity for residents to 

 
6 “Resident Care,” Rumball Home for the Deaf, 

www2.bobrumball.org/content/2/112/Resident+Life+and+Care (accessed July 5, 
2013). 

7 “The Bob Rumball Long Term Care Home for the Deaf,” Rumball Home for the 
Deaf, www2.bobrumball.org/content/2/110/Values+Vision+Mission (accessed July 
5, 2013). 
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exercise choice and control in their lives,”8 it says. 

 This assumption that certain design arrangements can give us an 

enhanced sense of control is perhaps best illustrated by the long-established 

trend of residents bringing their own furniture to long-term care facilities. 

Allowing residents to bring beds, dressers, and La-Z-Boy chairs from their 

former homes makes the unit in long-term care seem like a natural extension 

of their regular home, rather than as an institution, since institutions typically 

offer standardized furniture. Perhaps it is too obvious to state, but using the 

same furniture minimizes the impact of the move from home to institution. 

The ideal scenario is that the resident’s new room will look just like the room 

she shared with, for example, her late husband, suggesting to her, perhaps 

subliminally, that little has changed.9 Many facilities are careful to control 

what comes through the doors, mostly due to fire and other regulations. For 

instance, in apartments at Norview Lodge a floor to ceiling entertainment unit 

is included and only three pictures may be hung on the wall by staff in 

predetermined locations.10 Wellesley Central Place, by contrast, invites 

residents to bring in pictures, bedding, lamps, and any other furniture that 

will fit safely in the room.11 

 However, implicit in this range of approaches to “allowing” residents to 

bring furniture from “home” is a set of limits. Regardless of how much the 

resident’s room might look “like” home, the fact that she has had to choose 

 
8 Sean Stanwick, “Rekai Centre—Wellesley Central Place Long-Term Care 

Facility,” in Sab Mag, July 5, 2013, www.sabmagazine.com/blog/2008/11/02/rakai-
centre/. 

9 The websites generally call the building occupants “residents.” Also, note that 
there is generally a higher proportion of women in LTC. 

10 “Accommodation,” Norfolk County, www.norfolkcounty.ca/living/health-and-
social-services/norview-lodge/accommodation/ (accessed July 7, 2013) 

11 “Wellesley Central Place,” Rekai Centre, www.rekaicentre.com/images/ 
wellesleybrochure2.pdf (accessed July 6, 2013). 
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among her possessions signals the ways in which it is decidedly not home. 

Further, there is an even more subtle assumption that the resident would 

always choose continuity and not embrace change, though the change entailed 

by moving to an institution does have a set of associations that she is likely to 

strongly reject. The idea here is that for older adults in care, a gesture towards 

the home they leave is enough and is desirable.  

 Additionally, the use of so-called memory boxes at the entrances to long-

term care rooms is a recent design trend encouraging residents to express a 

personal history through smaller artifacts. At Baycrest, for example, these 

small, 45-inch-height display boxes in the corridor outside each room (Figure 

2), are often filled with family photographs and wedding and/or religious 

objects.12 At the same time, the display case itself is telling; the space is 

delimited and there is no room for actual improvisation (arguably what makes 

a house a true home). The tiny display space only really allows for frames, 

vases and other precious objects. What if the resident, for example, wanted to 

display her Fender Stratocaster? And how can so many older women collect 

identical porcelain flowers? Is it possible that families purchase these items 

under unexpected pressure to keep up with the long-term care neighbours? 

Conversely, the display boxes might show the uniformity of a generation’s 

interest in one artifact over another. While the aim of these boxes is, 

according to Wellesley Central Place’s website, “to differentiate the Resident’s 

space” observations from Baycrest expose a monotonous effect.13  

 

 
12 Mark Franklin, “Handled with care,” Canadian Architect 45.11 (2000), 30. 
13 “Wellesley Central Place,” Rekai Centre, www.rekaicentre.com/ 

images/wellesleybrochure.pdf (accessed September 23, 2013). 
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Figure 2 Memory box, Toronto. The home/institution dichotomy is illustrated by the 

standardized display case inviting each resident to curate her or his past persona. 

(Photo: Annmarie Adams)   
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 Somewhat tellingly, photographs in the memory boxes identify 

residents at much younger ages. Current residents of Baycrest, for example, 

were likely born in the 1920s and 1930s and many of the memory boxes show 

wedding photos from the years just following World War II. Youth is thus 

carefully choreographed: contained, trapped, and artfully displayed, as a stand-

in for the ageing person in the adjoining room. Websites of long-term care 

facilities indicate that residents and their families are encouraged to fill their 

memory boxes with “memorable items,” “photographs and souvenirs,” 

“personal mementos,” “small reminders,” to help personalize the room, provide 

an opportunity to reminisce, aid them in identifying their own rooms, recall 

special moments and people, and help others think of their individual life 

story. Anecdotal evidence suggests that memory boxes have very positive 

outcomes as they might inspire staff members to see the residents as 

individuals, rather than as generic patients, perhaps lingering longer in the 

rooms or engaging in conversations inspired by the special objects on display. 

However, there are some worrying implications to this practice in that it 

assumes that a life story exists entirely outside of and prior to the space in 

which the resident now lives, so that it is essentially over, leaving the 

residents to merely live and relive their pasts rather than perhaps imagine new 

hobbies, new friends, and new collectibles. Even more importantly, regular 

houses would never feature memory boxes outside bedrooms. Memory boxes 

are wholly institutional inventions. Houses are, in themselves, large-scale 

memory boxes as containers of both precious and non-precious artifacts.  

 Architects also make LTC facilities look more like houses, as opposed to 

homes, by exaggerating features from the history of housing. For example, 

they frequently use pitched roofs and warm colour palettes to emphasize 

domesticity, two features we typically associate with residential design. At the 
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Apotex Centre (Figure 3), the colour palette of the exterior of Baycrest, a 

high-rise, revolves around warm hues like orange and gold (colours you would 

never find on commercial high-rises in nearby downtown Toronto, for 

example). An undulating ground pattern in the Baycrest courtyards and at the 

entrance invites visitors to meander, an ambling type of movement we 

associate with leisure and recreation, not serious business. Curved lines and 

the extensive use of warm woods counteract the sharp edges of ageing, adding 

a soft, romantic tactility to the overall effect of the place. 

 

     

Figure 3: Outdoor courtyard at Baycrest, Toronto from the Diamond Schmitt 

Architects’ website. The curvilinear geometry of the ground plan encourages residents 

to meander. (Source: http://www.dsai.ca/uploads/projects-main/Baycrest2.jpg) 

 

 Dining spaces are also important cues to the design strategies deployed 

by LTC architects and the assumptions about old age that inspire them. These 
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relatively large spaces cater to many individuals at the same time, but still 

give the impression that residents are passive, immobile, and cared for by 

others. Norview Lodge’s dining room designed by Montgomery Sisam 

Architects (Figure 4), is a classic example. Residents eat together in clusters of 

four, emulating a nuclear family size. The setting is passive, intended only for 

consuming food that was actively prepared elsewhere (contrast the image, for 

example, with a chaotic high-school cafeteria). The invisibility of the kitchen 

in LTC institutions is informative, since kitchens are often understood as the 

nucleus of home life. House kitchens are often full of activity and movement; 

traditionally they are the source of heat and sustenance. We all know that the 

best house parties end up in the kitchen. Most obviously, the kitchen is the 

room most closely associated with mothers and wives, at least in houses 

occupied prior to World War II. But in the architecture of long-term care, 

access to the heart of the home is hauntingly absent. The broken dining-

kitchen axis is perhaps the clearest illustration of LTC’s failure to be a true 

home. Its architecture maintains the illusion of a dynamic, home-oriented 

lifestyle, by showcasing the end results of labour-intensive actions, but stops 

short of fully engaging residents in the production of meaningful space by 

separating them from the areas of production like kitchens (and possibly 

laundry). In the end, the architectural message is that residents are merely 

guests in a “luxurious” home managed by others. 
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Figure 4: Norview Lodge dining room, Simcoe, Ontario. Although dining halls in 

LTC centres are thoughtfully designed, the spaces underline the residents’ passivity.     

(Source: http://www.norfolkcounty.ca/living/health-and-social-services/norview-

lodge/) 

 

LTC architecture as hospital-like 

 
While architectural research suggests that domestic references are beneficial 

and the building guidelines in Ontario’s Long-Term Care Home Design 

Manual support this assertion, long-term care facilities also draw inspiration 

from medical clinics and hospitals, illustrating expertise through the use of 

cutting-edge technologies to safeguard the health of ageing residents.14 

 
14 For example William J. Brummett, The Essence of Home: Design Solutions for 

Assisted-Living Housing (New York: Van Nostrand-Reinhold, 1997), 13; Ministry of 
Health and Long-Term Care. “Long-Term Care Home Design Manual,” 2009, 
www.health.gov.on.ca/english/providers/program/ltc_redev/renewalstrategy/pdf/h
ome_design_manual.pdf. (accessed September 23, 2013).   
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Looking like a hospital, for example, might comfort families and residents, 

providing discreet cues that this place could serve as more than a final home, 

but also as a place to find relief from (if not a cure for) the various illnesses and 

conditions that plague us in old age. Also, gestures to institutional 

architecture and, on websites, to state-of-the-art care, likely help family 

members and even future residents justify the need to move from home, where 

care needs cannot be met for those who, indeed, require a more hospital-like 

atmosphere. If the LTC centre were home, it would be very difficult to explain 

the need to move. Note that long-term care buildings accommodate the 

storage and dispersal of large quantities of prescription drugs; the buildings 

also support details and technologies that enhance residents’ mobility.  For 

example, in the design of LTC there is an extraordinary emphasis on universal 

access—it is a sort of universal design fantasia, all the design requirements are 

scrutinized, respected. Websites showcase dozens of images of residents in 

wheelchairs and using walkers; corridors and bathrooms have special railings, 

like hospitals. These architectural features are potent reminders of how real 

residential design has failed those who live here. The resident is in long-term 

care because she fell at home, can no longer ascend the stairs, needs help 

making dinner, can’t get out of the bath tub, or perhaps most importantly, 

needs medical care. The duplicity of LTC centres is felt everywhere; their 

lived spaces bring together, and even blur, home and medical care. This 

willingness to merge both spheres is what makes the LTC typology truly 

unique but the cultural refusal to acknowledge the decline that comes with age 

leads to the need to mask institutional aspects with claims to homelikeness. 

 The Apotex Centre and Wellesley Central Place are our clearest 

examples of institutions that don’t hide such medical objectives. The Apotex 

Centre emphasizes research as an asset, even sporting the forward-looking 
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slogan, “Baycrest: innovations in aging.” The Apotex Centre has a 4,300-

square foot atrium at its heart (Figure 5); its design reflects this futuristic 

attitude with a soaring, umbrella-like steel structure supporting the roof. This 

open steel structure is abstract, open, and optimistic; it resembles bank 

architecture, rather than anything residential. The signature aspects of the 

space are called “umbrella structures” or “tree structures.” The roof cantilevers 

from “trees” that join together to make a central column, i.e. the supporting 

structure consists of a cluster of steel tubes that branch out at higher levels to 

support the shallow roof structure. 

       

Figure 5: Section through Winter garden of the Apotex Centre, Toronto. The 
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structural requirements to hold the roof up in the indoor atrium underscore the 

principle that this is no ordinary home. (Image: Canadian Architect15) 

 

 Beyond structure, these buildings also most obviously have nursing 

stations, points of surveillance and medical expertise located every so often in 

the floor plan. Residents can call for help in an instant, unlike home, and are 

also seen by an impressive range of geriatric specialists who are employed 

here. This medical mandate of the facility is decidedly non-residential; to the 

teams of healthcare workers who staff places like Baycrest, the facility is a 

workplace, not a home. 

 A further characteristic of these buildings that makes them resemble 

hospitals is their large, communal spaces. When we visited Baycrest there was 

a weekly concert going on in the space (Figure 6), which brought residents 

together to enjoy music, an exercise in both stimulation and socialization. 

Smaller LTC facilities such as Norview Lodge have expansive entry lobbies 

and are warm and inviting, but definitely institutional. At the Ontario Mission 

of the Deaf, for example, a double-height chapel and lounge declare the 

building as “public,” signaling a dramatic presence from the road.  

 
15 Franklin, “Handled with care,” 30. 
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Figure 6: A concert in the main atrium of the Apotex Centre, Toronto. Expansive, 

sheltered indoor spaces provide opportunities to come together                                

(Photo: Annmarie Adams) 
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Conclusion 

 
When does an institution have to pretend it is a home? When does a home 

need to be institutionalized? These questions are directly tied to old age in our 

essay, since LTC homes are usually built with that population in mind, though 

some younger residents do live within them. As historian Jim Struthers has 

argued, claims about the “homelike” atmosphere of LTC facilities in Ontario in 

part arose from a need to differentiate structures from the legacies and stigmas 

of the poorhouses which came before.16 There was a distinct need to show that 

there was a new way to institutionalize older adults who required medicalized 

care. However, that need led to the creation of “homes” that were not 

necessarily particularly well designed to provide biomedical care. The facilities 

we have discussed were built later than those in Struthers’s study, though they 

come out of the policy context created by the earlier buildings.  

 Since the post-World War II years that are his focus, there has been a 

marked rise in both the anti-ageing industry and the insidious discourses 

associated with it as well as a marked increase in the pathologization of 

normal aspects of ageing, such as wrinkles and grey hair. Thus, we propose 

that an institution has to pretend it’s a home when to acknowledge otherwise 

presents an admission to growing older in a culture that increasingly sees 

visible ageing as a catastrophe. If even looking old is seen as a disease that can 

be cured and prescriptions for active ageing lead to the pathologization of 

older adults who accept aspects of old age that others reject because of an 

immersion in youth-obsessed consumer culture, then the situation for the so-

 
16 Jim Struthers, “‘A Nice Homelike Atmosphere’: State Alternatives to Family 

Care for the Aged in Post-World War II Ontario,” Family Matters: Papers in Post-
Confederation Canadian Family History, Lori Chambers and Edgar-André Montigny 
eds., (Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press, 1998), 335-354. 
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called “frail elderly” is even more complex. Further, the policy context of 

Ontario, where most of the homes we discuss are set, favours home care and 

sees the decision to move into institutional care as a failure. Thus the 

justifications for institutional care, both in terms of individual residents’ 

choices to enter it and talented architectural firms’ recent choice to work on 

such projects, requires emphasis on how the “homes” provide “state of the art” 

care, such as that offered at Baycrest with its focus on innovation in research. 

Thus, the duplicity created by gestures to home in decidedly institutional 

settings is directly tied to social views of old age at a time when social and 

cultural age anxiety is heightened by sensationalist attention to demographic 

change.  
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Disability in the Cinema (2011), and the co-editor of The Problem Body: Projecting 

Disability on Film (2010), Chivers maintains a research focus on the 

relationship between ageing and disability in the Canadian public sphere and 

beyond from an interdisciplinary perspective. Committed to old age as a vital 

category of analysis, she has published a number of essays on disability and 

ageing in film and television, as well as pieces on ageing in auto/biography, 

the Canadian disability movement, disability in the Canadian public sphere, 

the image of the wounded warrior, and long term care in the cultural 

imagination. 
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Getting on With It: Conservation, Art, and Why the Contemporary Still 

Matters. Visiting Contemporary Conservation Limited, New York 

Natalie Bussey (Independent Art Writer) 

 

In this article I set out to disarm the persistent (art)-historical trope of “the 

contemporary” by a close engagement with the work and processes that 

contemporary art conservation entails. By stressing the aging—and by 

extension, the inevitable death—of contemporary art objects, I hoped to find 

an end-point to the curiously ahistorical category of the contemporary as well. 

Through the extreme generosity of Christian Scheidemann, president of 

Contemporary Conservation Limited in New York, as well as his team of 

conservators, I was able to conduct interviews and visit the studio on several 

occasions. The ensuing intersections of the material and the theoretical did 

not create an escape hatch from the contemporary; however it offered 

surprising and generative new perspectives in terms of the art object’s 

subjectivity, the deceleration of time in the conservation process, and longue 

durée art history. 

 

La figure du « contemporain », utilisée en histoire de l’art, est persistante. 

Dans mon article, j’essaie de la désactiver en prenant en compte avec précision 

le travail et les processus requis par la conservation de l’art contemporain. 

C’est en mettant l’accent sur le vieillissement – et même, par extension, sur la 

mort inévitable – des objets d’art contemporain, que j’espérais mettre fin à la 

catégorie, étrangement anhistorique, du contemporain. Grâce à l’extrême 

générosité de Christian Scheidemann, président de la Contemporary 

Conservation Limited à New York, ainsi qu’à son équipe de conservateurs, j’ai 

pu faire des entretiens et visiter leur studio à plusieurs reprises. L’approche 
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matérielle a ainsi recoupé l’approche théorique, mais cela ne m’a pas ouvert 

une porte de sortie du contemporain. Toutefois, cela m’a offert de nouvelles 

perspectives, surprenantes et prometteuses, quant à la subjectivité de l’objet 

d’art, à la décélération du temps dans le processus de conservation, enfin quant 

à l’histoire de l’art appréhendée dans la longue durée. 
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Until recently I had never heard of the conservation of contemporary art as a 

profession. As a scholar of contemporary art, this would seem an incongruous 

oversight at best, and a gross lapse in scholarly responsibility at worst.  

However obvious it may seem now, this gap in knowledge of the field is not 

unreasonable amongst those who traffic in the academic and theoretical world 

of contemporary art. Owing to the lack of real-time, curious investigation of 

the material reality of the work itself; the emphasis on concept and historical 

context and the sheer plenitude of works to digest; and the troublesome, 

curiously ahistorical category of the “contemporary” in which we find 

ourselves, the idea of the ageing and upkeep of contemporary art is in fact easy 

to miss.    

 

The long half century: the 1960s and the problem of the contemporary 

 
In terms of art, “contemporary” includes work made in the past 50-odd years, 

from the 1960s to the present. The inherent contradiction of grouping a half-

century of chronological time under a heading that connotes now-ness is 

immediately apparent. The inability to move beyond this epoch represents, as 

Pamela Lee has articulated it, “a kind of no exit to history that some might 

damn with faint praise as postmodern.”1 It is not a coincidence that it is in this 

storied, and seminal, decade of the 1960s that the contemporary as a historical 

category, and an object of anxiety, arises. 

The post-war period of emerging technologies and communications and 

their promise of instantaneity and perpetual newness contributed to an 

increasing awareness of what the philosopher of history Reinhart Koselleck 

 
1 Pamela Lee, “Presentness is Grace,” in Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 

1960s (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2004), 81. 
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has described as late modernity’s “peculiar form of acceleration.”2 In her book 

Chronophobia: On Time and Art in the 1960s, Lee has charted a “chronophobic” 

tendency among artists and art critics of that decade, characterized by an 

obsession with marking, controlling, and manipulating time which seemed to 

perpetually exceed one’s grasp: consequently, any foothold by which one 

might gain one’s bearings relative to the past, and the future, was consistently 

denied. Mesoamericanist and architectural historian George Kubler declared 

that 1960s society stood “too much inside the streams of contemporary 

happening to chart their flow and volume,” which ensured that the present 

remained unavailable as historical knowledge.3 In response to this condition, 

much of the artistic and critical work of that decade was concerned with 

“projecting a liminal historical moment, for which there was no clear 

perspective on the social and technological horizon to come.”4  

 In his essay, “What is the Contemporary?”, Giorgio Agamben uses a 

different metaphor that nonetheless describes the same problem of 

presentness: “This is the reason why the present that contemporariness 

perceives has broken vertebrae. Our time, the present, is in fact not only the 

most distant: it cannot in any way reach us. Its backbone is broken and we find 

ourselves in the exact point of this fracture.”5  

 
2 Reinhart Koselleck, “Modernity and the Planes of Historicity,” in Futures Past: 

On the Semantics of Historical Change, trans. Keith Tribe (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1985), 13. 

3 George Kubler, quoted in Lee, Chronophobia, xii.  
4 Lee, Chronophobia, xii.  
5 Giorgio Agamben, “What is the Contemporary?” in What is an Apparatus? And 

other Essays, trans. David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2009), 47. In contrast to Lee and Kubler, Agamben’s notion of contemporaneity 
is not concerned with the 1960s’ specific preoccupation with the contemporary, but is 
defined as a transhistorical phenomenon, and in contrast to Lee in particular is not 
referring to the question of contemporary art.   



 
 
 
 

 
CONSERVATION, ART, AND WHY THE CONTEMPORARY STILL 

MATTERS 

 107 

The fact that we consider ourselves as belonging to the same historical 

period because we cannot see beyond it indicates that the attitudes and 

anxieties about time, technology and social futures have not changed in kind 

as much as in acceleration.6   

 

The uses and limits of metaphor: enter the material 

 
It is clear that metaphors have been and remain useful in helping us form an 

image of time, especially of the omnipresent and elusive subgenre of the 

contemporary. Following Barthes’ avowal that “the metaphor does not 

stop” 7 —and is therefore perfectly suited to the seeming infinity of 

contemporaneity—I am keeping these linguistic images with me and will 

inevitably allow some of my own. I do so, however, with caution, because 

metaphor—like an unchecked concentration on theory and social-political 

context in academic circles— is a symptom and cause of the mystification and 

abstraction of contemporary art from its material life. While an entry point to 

thinking through the contemporary as a historical conundrum, the use of 

metaphor simultaneously works to obfuscate the specificities of the artworks 

themselves, which seems to only reconstitute and feed the fetish of the 

contemporary. By extension, it is a curious (if logical) effect of time and 

 
6 Indeed, the question of the contemporary has preoccupied artists, art historians, 

and philosophers for the past fifteen years in particular. Apart from Agamben’s 
meditations, Terry Smith’s two volumes on the subject, What is Contemporary Art? 
Contemporary Art, Contemporaneity, and Art to Come (Sydney: Artspace Critical Issues 
Series, 2001) and What is Contemporary Art? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009); Hal Foster et al., ed., October 130 “Questionnaire on ‘The Contemporary’” (Fall 
2009); and the volume edited by Terry Smith, Okwui Enwezor, Nancy Condee, 
Antinomies of Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, and Contemporaneity (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2008), are just four more amid scores of recent investigations. 

7  Roland Barthes, “Requichot and His Body,” in The Responsibility of Forms: 
Critical Essays on Music, Art and Representation, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1985), 225-226.  
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information that the dizzying variety and substance of art objects that come 

under the umbrella of “contemporary” can become lumped together eventually 

in a kind of mental shorthand. 

When the opportunity arose to work with Christian Scheidemann, the 

director of Contemporary Conservation Limited in New York, I recognized 

the chance to redress the shortcomings I described at the outset. Scheidemann 

and his team of conservators deal with the stuff of art on a practical, even 

chemical, level. I was interested in starting with the material basis of art 

objects and developing an idea about ageing contemporary art that would help 

chip away at the strange ahistorical veneer of the contemporary, by pushing, 

and eventually eviscerating, the contradiction between “the contemporary” 

and processes of time. I was looking for a point of intersection where the 

material fortunes and constitution of an art object begin to answer the 

pressing question of the longevity of the term and category itself. 

As our conversations progressed—beginning with emails and leading to 

visits to the studio—it became clear that my ambitions were driven by the 

same flaw that I was trying to move away from: I was instrumentalizing art to 

perform a conceptual manoeuvre, an irresponsible, if common, tendency in art 

scholarship.  

The field of contemporary art conservation did not destroy or dismantle 

this obdurate trope so much as enable a reconciliation of sorts, in quite 

(inter)personal and unexpected ways. Necessarily failing to usher in a new 

historical period, the perspectives gained from the practice of conservation 

rather redistributed the effects of the contemporary while simultaneously 

revealing the tremendous nuance in the warp and weft of its current weave.   
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Different kinds of times 

 
High atop a shelf overlooking the common area of the studio sit three of 

Janine Antoni’s soap busts, made 20 years ago and presently in a state of 

material collapse. They are constituents of her work Lick and Lather (1993), an 

installation of busts of the artist which were cast in soap or chocolate. The 

soap busts she took into the bath with her and the chocolate busts she licked, 

until the features wore down to such a degree that they appeared almost fetal. 

Over time, and on dry land, the soap has continued to degrade to a point 

beyond repair. I was told that Antoni has the forms to make them again, but 

they are of her own face, made 20 years ago. Ageing is here occurring on two 

registers, in the works themselves and the human that they represent. A re-

casting of a twenty-years-younger artist’s body would have big implications 

for these works, and a decision has yet to be made. For the time being, they 

remain up there, watching the activity below as they continue to grow older. 

 Another longtime resident of the studio, in fact a permanent fixture, is a 

twelve-year old Idaho potato from a work by Matthew Barney. I held it in my 

hand, feeling its lightness and marveling at its perpetual state of ripe 

perfection. Scheidemann also told me of another potato artwork, in which the 

artist had wanted a certain amount of rot to set in before halting the process 

chemically and preserving it in that moment. As with the soap busts, it was 

difficult not to draw an analogy with human skin and flesh, and our own 

desires to halt the ageing process and control the ravages of time.  

The processes of conservation itself are often very slow. As the 

combination of media in many recent works are experimental, and their 

chemical makeup unstable, consultations with various labs and fabricators are 

often necessary to solve a conservation problem. The compounds and 

materials are constituted and applied with extreme care. Due to protracted 
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communications with dealers, collectors, museums or artists, a work can lay-

over at the studio for some time. Over the course of three visits I observed the 

arrival, treatment and disappearance of works, each at their own speed. 

Although the studio is extremely busy, the much-remarked-upon 

acceleration of contemporary life does not appear to apply. In fact, these 

objects that I have described, and the work that goes into them, suggest rather 

a state of being out of time, even anachronistic. This is, interestingly, the very 

definition of the contemporary that Agamben has recently proposed. 

Following Barthes, who noted in a lecture at the Collège de France that “the 

contemporary is the untimely,” and Nietzsche, who in his own moment 

observed that to be contemporary is to be aware of one’s disconnection with 

one’s time, Agamben suggests that “those who are truly contemporary, who 

truly belong to their time, are those who neither perfectly coincide with it nor 

adjust themselves to its demands.”8 In short, the various temporalities at work 

in the studio surely do demonstrate the character of the contemporary, as a 

container in which different times butt together without resolution. Yet 

because this has been shown in tangible and concrete ways, their 

contemporariness, or membership within the contemporary, derives from the 

particular. It is the inverse operation to the idea of contemporary art 

preceding—and often obfuscating—these very details.  

 

Change of scenery: convalescing at CCL 

 
The opportunity to be with art outside the usual context of the gallery or 

museum allows a different quality of contact. While these art objects may 

strike one as being “out of time” in the sense described above, the time spent 

 
8 Agamben, “What is the Contemporary?,” 40. 
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and work done at the conservation studio cannot be understood as a gap in 

their lives but rather as a stage or period that contributes to their meaning. It 

was a curious moment of understanding that they have a life outside the public 

eye, as when it dawns on you at a certain age that your teacher doesn’t live at 

school and has her own family. 

 On one visit, we stopped to look at a sculpture of a sink by Robert Gober, 

marooned on the worktable like a small ceramic boat that ran aground. Its 

backside, which is normally fastened to the wall, was here exposed, showing 

its structural makeup of plywood and various kinds of plaster. The fact that 

the sink is not ceramic at all, but made of much more fragile materials, was 

part of the reason for its need of treatment: a little boy had taken it to be a sink 

like he would find at home or at school, and had hung from the edge of it until 

it fell off the gallery wall. Works often come for restoration when their 

ontological truth is misread, as here, or is disputed and vandalized (as was, 

famously, the case with Chris Ofili’s painting The Holy Virgin Mary [1996], for 

example).9  Moments such as these, and the consequent damage sustained, 

occasion not only the recognition of their fragility but a consideration of their 

very status as art. Moreover, the cracks and fissures are literal ruptures in 

their seeming perpetual newness as contemporary art, opening them up to 

new ways of looking and understanding. 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Ofili’s painting became a lightning rod of the controversy over the Brooklyn 

Museum’s Sensation show in 1999, when it was condemned as sacrilegious and 
obscene by New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani, and defaced with white paint by a 
fundamentalist Catholic.  
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An examined life 

 
As is evident by now, the common tendency towards anthropomorphism when 

describing works of art is even more pronounced in the conservation studio 

context. The notion of the subjectivity, even agency, of artworks is gaining 

currency as a critical tool, as evidenced by W.J.T. Mitchell’s proposals in his 

2005 book, What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images. By 

committing to this idea, Mitchell works to show that the animism, idolatry 

and iconoclasm of images by their human interlocutors in the pre-modern past 

in fact persist in the modern present as well, yet under different guises. The 

taxonomy of pictures he develops enables us to reconsider our imbrication 

with images by unsettling the (false) stability between subject and object, Self 

and Other. By raising the question of an object’s or image’s animation or 

vitality, and questioning how we define life at all, the boundaries between the 

metaphor of life and life itself become increasingly unstable and start to blur. 

Of particular interest is the “growth and development” part of the biological 

description he uses and its ostensible relation to a work of art. Mitchell asserts 

that “ ‘Growth and development’ might characterize the process by which an 

image is realized in a concrete picture or work of art, but once completed, the 

work is normally homeostatic (unless we think its aging and reception history 

constitutes a kind of ‘development’ like that of a life-form).”10 I argue that, 

drawing from the perspective that contemporary conservation affords, a work 

of art is not homeostatic and undergoes growth and development even after its 

original production, and to its ageing and reception history we must add the 

stage of restoration and conservation as well. My intention is not to prove 

that art is more alive than Mitchell thinks it is; this would miss the point even 

 
10 W.J.T. Mitchell, “Images,” in What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of 

Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 52.  
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he is trying to make. Moreover, Mitchell is not solely referring to 

contemporary art, nor are his efforts at this point centred on the paradox of 

the contemporary, or even historicity in general. I want to modify and expand 

this definition in order to draw attention to the change that an art object, a 

contemporary art object, undergoes in its lifetime so that it is not understood as 

occupying dead or empty time, an assumption that would invite the backslide 

into the ahistorical ether of “the contemporary” as mental shorthand.  

  To refer to the lifetime of a contemporary artwork is to infer—quite 

naturally!— that it can also die. Using Hegel’s dialectical reasoning as a guide, 

Mitchell suggests that “a living thing is a straightforward dialectical 

statement: a living thing is something that can die.”11 Thus we may draw a 

stronger connection with other works of art that can die, even figuratively: 

those who came before the contemporary, who belong to a period that could 

be put to rest as part of the historical past, and observed in the distance. In 

fact, this action could be an appropriate response to Mitchell’s call for a 

“paleontology of the present.”12 Briefly reiterating the critical consensus that 

the “present is, in a very real sense, even more remote from our 

understanding,” he posits that we need a “rethinking of our condition in the 

perspective of deep time.”13 This line of reasoning also corresponds to what 

the Seachange editors initially suggested as the potential facility of thinking 

about age, as “an active act of judgment that parses past, present and future.”14 

Scheidemann’s own professional experience already suggests this linkage, 

as he began his career by studying medieval art, moving eventually to the 

conservation of 19th century German paintings, and later to the present focus 

 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid., 324. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Caroline Bem and Rafico Ruiz, “Age,” Call for Papers, Seachange, 2013.  
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on contemporary art. The materials and artistic motivations may differ, but 

the objective of conservation work is the same. It is “not to restore an artwork 

to its original state but to accompany it through its period of existence”15—in 

other words, to provide care that enables it to function in the present. In 

another way, to return to Agamben, we are able to think of works of art across 

time as being contemporaries of each other, connected by their singular, out-

of-joint relationship to their respective presents.  

It is with these experiences and observations that the contemporary (to 

paraphrase Robert Morris’ famous dictum on the Modernist art object)16 has 

not become less important. It has merely become less self-important.  

 

Author’s Note: I would like to thank Mr. Scheidemann and his team of 

conservators for their generosity of time, interest and knowledge in the 

realization of this project.  

 

 

A former graduate student of Art History at McGill University, Natalie 

Bussey now works as a painter and art writer in Montreal. Apart from her 

happy post as contributing editor at Seachange, she co-writes Passenger Art, an 
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15  Gregory Williams, “Conserving Latex and Liverwurst: An Interview with 

Christian Scheidemann,” in Cabinet: A Quarterly of Art and Culture. Issue 2: Mapping 
Conversations (Spring 2001). www.cabinetmagazine.org/issues/2/latexandliverwurst. 
php. 

16 Robert Morris quoted in Beatrice von Bismarck, “Proposals for the Visible,” in 
Klaus Gallwitz, ed., Dan Flavin: Installations of Fluorescent Light, 1989-1993 (Stuttgart: 
Editions Cantz, 1993), 14.    
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preoccupations include defending the prerogative of the apolitical in 

contemporary abstract painting, struggling with the viability of performance 

art and using polemical arguments to incite a more vital discourse within art 

criticism.  
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Review: Alain Badiou, The Rebirth of History: Times of Riots and 

Uprisings, trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso, [2011] 2012). 120 

pages. 

Cayley Sorochan (McGill University)  

 

 

In the wake of the Arab Spring, Alain Badiou’s The Rebirth of History: Times of 

Riots and Uprisings ([2011] 2012) offers an analysis of riots, how they relate to 

political transformation, and what they portend about the current state of 

leftist resistance to the neoliberal world order. As the consequences of the 

2011 uprising in Egypt continue to unfold in 2013, with millions of Egyptians 

once again occupying Tahrir Square, Badiou’s book provides an approach that 

allows us to discern and hold onto the original promise of the event; however, 

it also acknowledges the undeveloped state of movement organizations. He 

posits a framework of historical periodization that is based on the presence or 

absence of an Idea, and in so doing conceptualizes a shared condition that has 

more to do with ideological and organizational questions than with economic 

or technological determinism. Badiou argues that the riots we are enacting 

signal the return of History with a capital H. This History is a categorically 

emancipatory one that is defined by ongoing struggles for equality and justice. 

Badiou’s standard for genuine political transformation in the current context 

involves a clear break with what he refers to as capitalo-parliamentarianism, 

the dominant political and economic form of Western democracies. His 

ultimate horizon is an egalitarian politics of dialectical communism. While he 

offers tools with which to measure the political efficacy of riots, the more 

significant question he raises is the exact nature of the organization that could 

serve emancipatory political struggle today. 
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 It would be difficult to deny Badiou’s general claim that we are in fact 

living in a time of riots. Beyond the 2011 uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, 

Libya and Syria that are collectively referred to as the Arab Spring, we are 

witnessing mass protests and occupations of squares across Europe, North 

America and the wider world. The Spanish indignados and the Greek anti-

austerity movements were followed by the occupation of the state legislature 

in Wisconsin in defense of public sector unions, and the emergence of the 

Occupy Wall Street movement. Students have also been mobilizing in large 

numbers: in 2010 thousands marched in the UK against the tripling of tuition 

fees, in Italy a movement sprang up against cuts to education, and in Quebec 

in 2012 a proposed increase in tuition fees led to a six-month long strike 

known as the Maple Spring. First Nations in Canada became Idle No More in 

response to a bill aimed at undermining the environment and their treaty 

rights. In a number of cases what may appear to be issues of limited interest 

have become triggers for massive demonstrations and broader demands. 

Turkey’s Taksim Square, the Brasilian transit-fee protests, and Indian anti-

rape marches are but the latest in an ever-growing list. How do we make sense 

of such an intense collective energy that is emerging at sites across the globe 

and in response to seemingly disparate issues and conditions? Beyond the 

empirical fact that riots are currently taking place with all of their particular 

causes and contingencies is it possible to find in them the threads of a common 

experience defining our age? Badiou’s book would seem to suggest that the 

intensity of these current uprisings can be attributed to a growing recognition 

that an alternative to the preceding forty years of neoliberal global capitalism 

is possible, though as yet the nature of this alternative remains undefined 

within social movements. 
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 Riots have always occurred. In order to defend the proposition that these 

current riots indicate something more than a negative reaction to poor social 

and economic conditions, and so carry the weight of a rebirth of History, 

Badiou’s first task is to offer us a conceptual framework for categorizing riots 

by how they may or may not relate to politics. He differentiates between 

immediate, historical, and latent riots. Immediate riots are typically a reaction 

to a violent action on the part of the state, such as police brutality or murder. 

These riots are destructive and nihilistic, spread through contagion, and take 

place in the very neighborhoods of the rioters. These riots are not political 

because they lack the powerful subjective trajectory that is produced by the 

affirmation of an Idea (rather than simply the negation of present conditions).1  

For Badiou, the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt exemplify historical riots that 

are occurring today. Significant traits of an historical riot include the 

construction of an enduring central site, such as was seen in Tahrir Square, 

rather than a limited localization in a neighborhood. They also spread through 

a qualitative extension rather than simple imitation. This means that all 

different types of people take part in the riot beyond the figure of the 

rebellious young man who plays the primary role in immediate riots. While 

the real multiplicity of the people who join the riot is extended, the symbolic 

unity of a single demand emerges.2  Badiou’s final category of latent riot 

applies to massive movements in the Western world whose riotous elements 

remain repressed or contained by the electoral system or union and party 

leaders, yet nevertheless include dimensions of action and subjectivity that 

could potentially transform the movement into a historical riot.3 Badiou gives 

 
1 Alain Badiou, The Rebirth of History, trans. Gregory Elliott (London and New 

York: Verso, 2012), 22-25. 
2 Ibid., 33-35. 
3 Ibid., 27-32. 
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as an example the strikes against pension reform in France and we could 

certainly include Occupy Wall Street and the Maple Spring in this category. 

 Badiou’s conceptualization of different kinds of riots provides clarity to 

what are often confusing collective outbursts. His criteria for historical riots in 

particular construct a bridge of thought that allows us to move past the 

reactive violence of the immediate riot and the sociological explanations and 

moral condemnation that it invites and moves us towards an analysis of what 

transforms a nihilistic destructive act into a political act. Badiou’s concepts of 

contraction, intensification, and localization are productive in this regard. It is 

tempting to simply stop here and utilize these categories to determine which 

riots count as historical and hence “political” and strive to cultivate and 

support them. However, this would be to forget that for Badiou, even the 

historical riot is only pre-political and does not yet constitute a new form of 

politics. The historical riot is simply the beginning of the beginning and it is 

in the remainder of the book that Badiou’s most significant arguments about 

politics and organization can be found.    

 The larger claim that Badiou puts forward is that the occurrence of the 

recent historical riots in the Arab world signal a rebirth of History that is 

characteristic of what he calls an “intervallic period.” An intervallic period is a 

time where the revolutionary idea of the preceding period is dormant and an 

open, shared, and universally practicable figure of emancipation is wanting.4 

This indicates a reawakening of History because the desire for an alternative 

social organization is evident and yet nothing has been decided about its 

specific character. This openness to possibility seems to be a necessary stage 

that precedes the affirmation of a new figure of politics. It becomes clear that 

for Badiou the Idea, or a generic concept of emancipation, carries significant 

 
4 Ibid., 39. 



 
 
 
 
 

BADIOU, THE REBIRTH OF HISTORY 

 121 

weight in political transformation. It is the lack of an Idea that results in the 

painful quality of an intervallic period, full of disarray, unfulfilled hopes, and 

bursts of energy that are quickly dissipated for lack of a guiding principle that 

could form the basis of an organization. The Egyptian situation bears witness 

to the still pre-political nature of the historical riot, insofar as the initial 

uprising has not yet gone far enough in positing an Idea beyond democracy 

and therefore did not lead to an organization that could replace the current 

state.  

 Badiou wrote the Rebirth of History in 2011 in the aftermath of the 

Egyptian “revolution.” In spite of the general optimism of this time and 

Badiou’s insistence on the importance of this event in relation to a 

reawakening of political possibilities, he remains firm in his analysis of the 

Egyptian uprising as an historical riot and not an actual revolution. The 

common perception that these events do constitute a revolution is supported 

by the fact that Hosni Mubarak was forced to step down, that elections took 

place, and a new constitution was installed signaling a concrete political 

transformation. In the aftermath of Tahrir Square there is indeed a general 

sense that something significant has changed that seems to indicate that 

politics in the Arab world will never be quite the same. But do these 

organizational changes at the level of the state really reflect the desired 

transformation expressed by the initial occupation of Tahrir Square? After the 

Supreme Council of the Armed Forces took control away from the Mubarak 

regime, repression against protesters continued. While the desires expressed 

by the people in Tahrir Square were broadly egalitarian, the most organized 

political group and the one to be successfully elected, the Muslim 

Brotherhood, combines its political principles with particular religious 

priorities. The first democratically elected president, Mohamed Morsi, was 
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also criticized for issuing a decree that granted him immunity from the law 

and prevented challenges to his decisions. Two years after the initial uprising 

millions of Egyptians took to the streets to declare that this new government 

is not what they wanted. The danger that the initial uprising might end in 

something other than genuine political transformation was obvious to the core 

vanguard of the riot from early on. This awareness of the precarious nature of 

the Idea present in the event was reflected in the controversy surrounding the 

too-quick move to the new constitution and elections that did not allow the 

rioters enough time to organize a meaningful force that could influence the 

state to come.  

 Admittedly, those who declare the event to be a revolution may do so in 

order to protect the real possibility that was opened up by the historical riot, 

and not to claim that the existing reality lives up to these original desires. 

What makes this differentiation between revolution and riot more than a 

simple semantic dispute is the implication that follows for today’s social 

movements. In calling the recent uprisings historical riots, Badiou is arguing 

that these movements have not yet fully confronted the problems of 

organization inherited from earlier political sequences. This issue will be 

discussed further below, but first, one must acknowledge what has changed in 

the Egyptian situation. 

 In spite of the uninspiring outcome of the riot at the level of the state 

there is something different in the aftermath of the 2011 uprising. What is 

different is that people who did not previously count in the situation have 

entered the stage of history. In the event of the riot the Egyptian people 

attained a “maximal intensity of existence” to an extent that could not be 

ignored.5 The coming to visibility of an “inexistent” constitutes a shift in the 

 
5 Ibid., 56. 
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logic of appearance and therefore signals the opening of a possibility. In this 

case, the possibility of something other than what Badiou calls “Western 

inclusion.” But in itself a shift in the logic of appearance does not transform 

the actual state of the situation that the inexistent find themselves in. As 

Badiou writes: “the poor have not become rich; people who were unarmed are 

not now armed […] Basically, nothing has changed.”6 People’s lives have not 

improved and the 2013 uprising was in part in response to worsening 

standards of living. Without an affirmative Idea and an organization to give 

the riotous dimensions of contraction, intensification, and localization some 

duration, no new figure of politics can emerge that would break with the 

established order. 

 In some other texts, Badiou has designated periods of historical time that 

are structured by major political events and the truth procedures they 

initiated. The events in question are moments in which a new truth was 

introduced into the world that compelled militants of this truth to reorganize 

their lives and struggles in accordance with its axioms. Badiou uses truth 

procedure to refer to these ongoing effects of the event over time. For instance 

in the Communist Hypothesis he speaks of three eras:7 the first begins with the 

French Revolution and its aftermath, and is exemplified by the Paris 

Commune; the second begins with Leninism and the October revolution and 

comes to an end in the aftermath of the Chinese Cultural Revolution and May 

‘68; and the third begins in the 70s and covers the era of neoliberal reaction up 

to the present. Alternately, in The Rebirth of History Badiou substitutes the 

significant end points of the second sequence for the Iranian Revolution and 

the Solidarność movement in Poland, both of which he characterizes as 

 
6 Ibid., 56. 
7 Alain Badiou, The Communist Hypothesis, trans. David Macey and Steve 

Corcocan (London and New York: Verso, 2010). 
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conservative movements that represent the exhaustion of an Idea rather than a 

rebirth.8 While the present intervallic period bears similarity to the nineteenth 

century, insofar as we have seen the reestablishment of a laissez-faire style 

capitalism through neoliberal reforms as well as the scattering and weakening 

of leftist resistance, Badiou does not understand this as a regression so much 

as the reopening of the possibility of new possibilities. The current moment 

may be witness to the invention of new forms of politics that resemble, neither 

those of the nineteenth century, nor the solutions to these problems posited in 

the twentieth century.  

 The central problem left to us by the preceding political sequence is the 

problem of organization and the state. The anti-statist dimension of Badiou’s 

thought lends some support to anarchist approaches to social change. And yet, 

as the preceding discussion of Egypt makes clear, while populist, egalitarian 

spontaneity is central to the historical riot, this initial spontaneity must be 

organized if it is to confront the gap between the internal democracy of 

movements and the banal system of state decision and authority. The 

multitudinous nature of the generic crowd does not carry within itself the 

answers to the problems of history.  

 Perhaps the most constructive critique that Badiou offers to today’s 

political militants can be found in his assertion of the paradoxical continuity 

between the egalitarian democracy internal to movements and the popular 

dictatorship they impose externally.9 Unlike the naive egalitarianism of 

resistant subjectivities, Badiou does not flinch from confronting the immensity 

of this contradiction, although at the same time he does not think that it is a 

problem that philosophy can or should solve. Badiou describes the dictatorial 

 
8 Badiou, Rebirth, 36-38. 
9 Ibid., 59. 
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dimension of popular democracy as the self-legitimating authority of truth or 

rationality. He addresses the complex relation between democracy, philosophy 

and politics in another recent book, Philosophy for Militants.10 Here, Badiou 

argues that while democracy is a condition of philosophy insofar as philosophy 

is addressed to all and all may partake in it, this initial presumption of an 

equality of intelligences does not extend to an equality of opinions.11 

Philosophy is oriented by its own rational postulates towards the unity and 

universality of truth. He contrasts the egalitarian principle of justice to the 

principle of individual liberty and comes out in favour of the former.12 He goes 

further to describe justice as the contingent alliance between virtue and 

terror.13 It is precisely the spectre of terror that this idea of truth contains that 

tends to make postmodern subjectivities uneasy. But the escape hatch of 

liberal pluralism and difference, what Badiou refers to as the regime of 

opinion, is only an escape from our own responsibility and it lands us exactly 

where we started: the deadening empiricism of a world in which the only 

things that are possible are those that already exist. Popular democracy is 

therefore not about the freedom of opinion and pluralistic relativism, a 

freedom that in fact forestalls change, but rather about making a fundamental 

choice premised on an axiom of equality and justice and then following the 

consequences.  

 The dictatorial authority of popular truth is something not often 

acknowledged by rioters themselves even as they enact it and live it. The 

perceived need among militants to distance their politics from those of the 

 
10 Alain Badiou, Philosophy for Militants, trans. Bruno Bosteels (London and New 

York: Verso, 2012). 
11 Ibid., 27. 
12 Ibid., 29. 
13 Ibid., 33. 
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state communism of the second sequence, something that Badiou 

acknowledges, has led to the strong embrace of democracy, participation, and 

horizontalism as central ideas of emancipation. And yet, this ostensible 

rejection may operate as a form of repression if a pure politics of egalitarian 

democracy is idealized without recognizing the power and authority unleashed 

by the unassailable, categorical nature of political truth. If popular movements 

do not acknowledge this force that they carry they will be unable to wield it 

with any kind of effectiveness. Drawing on Badiou’s critique, I would argue 

that the two dangers that may result from the popular democratic ideology 

within movements are either the evacuation of a political truth by the 

reduction of democracy to voting, elections, and numerical majorities—a 

result that does not break with the capitalo-parliamentarism of the present—

or that a belief in spontaneity and immanence will prevent a durable and 

capable organization from developing that could transpose a new political 

figure beyond the state. The recourse to democratic assemblies functions well 

as a way to organize resistance but as Badiou asserts, it is only when the 

militants of a truth are capable of immediately seizing state machinery that a 

new figure of politics emerges.14  

 It is at this point in Badiou’s thought that we come up against a central 

ambiguity. How can we conceive of an organizational form that is capable of 

seizing state machinery and that departs from the forms of politics dominant 

during the second sequence? Can a new organization emerge that is capable of 

seizing and occupying the state without the hierarchy of armies and the force 

of arms? Once occupied, can this organization maintain fidelity to the truth 

that produced it? Badiou suggest that the party form, at least in its traditional 

expression within twentieth-century socialist countries, has been exhausted of 

 
14 Badiou, Rebirth, 46. 
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its potential, while also warning of the limited durability of spontaneous 

popular democracy and its (current) incapacity vis-à-vis the operation of state 

functions. He insists on organization as the fundamental concept necessary for 

moving forward through this impasse, yet, the precise nature of organization 

remains unspecified. We can understand the decision to leave the 

contradiction between popular democracy and party form open as a dialectical 

approach to the problem and the refusal of a false choice. However, to simply 

dismiss the party form outright, as many anti-capitalist activists today do, 

does not resolve the problem of state power. Badiou’s abstract “organization” 

holds this contradiction open, allowing a gap for something other to be 

determined by the truth procedure itself rather than by political philosophy. 

While the old party form cannot be mobilized, the problem it names remains 

within view in his analysis through the acknowledgment of the popular 

dictatorship that inheres in radical organization. In a more pragmatic register, 

his reiteration of organization amounts to an insistence that the work of 

political militants is not exhausted in the exuberant intensity of the riot but 

must endure through its difficult aftermath. The precise forms of organization 

that this will entail are to be invented in the process of struggle. It is 

important to recognize though that this struggle is in turn determined by the 

particular Idea or truth that emerges in an event. Badiou gives us reason to 

question whether democracy, at least in its unqualified form, is an Idea that is 

adequate to sustain anti-capitalist movements, even in contexts where basic 

liberal freedoms cannot be taken for granted.  

 Many of the riots mentioned in the opening paragraphs could be 

considered historical riots and attest to an era of new possibilities. But they do 

not in themselves contain the answers to questions of organization. In this 

regard, Badiou may leave some readers unsatisfied. One cannot help but desire 
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for the blanks to be filled in, for Badiou to sketch out what kind of 

organization would be capable of sustaining a new truth. Yet he prudently 

leaves this to be determined by the political truth procedure itself, not by the 

(anti)philosopher. He leaves us with a set of concrete criteria without which 

any new movement would be lacking in truth: it must offer a generic, 

universal figure of emancipation and reject the reduction of politics to 

identitarian objects. And he is also very clear about what it is not: what is 

resolutely not an option is the everyday brutality of capitalism, state, and the 

counting of votes. The space of liberal rational discussion, the “democratic” 

enumeration and management of opinions is so heavily circumscribed by the 

power and influence of capital and the state that it does not contain an iota of 

emancipation or truth. 
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