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Abstract 

Thus Spoke Death and Transfiguration is a multi-faceted art installation that employs the 

anomalous trope of embedding video monitors into sculptural objects.  These sculptural 

objects include a hanging papier-mâché dolphin, a lectern, side tables, wood sculptures 

and encasings. The three embedded monitors feature the artist performing in various 

capacities: embodying various acts in the studio, on a mountain, in an airplane and also 

performing a remake of a lecture by the French philosopher Alain Badiou.  The artist 

discovered the actions portrayed in video, and the objects, to be art.  Appendix A is the 

research paper written in FPA 812 entitled Defamiliarizing Straight Forward Vision : 

Undercutting and Satire in the Artwork of Elodie Pong and Leila Pazooki. The paper 

provides some of the methodological and theoretical underpinnings of appropriation as 

an artistic tactic drawing on the Situationist International, Sven Lütticken and Jean-Luc 

Nancy to explore works by Elodie Pong and Leila Pazooki.   

Keywords:  Contemporary Art; Video; Sculpture; Badiou; Nietzsche; Doubt 
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Thus Spoke Death and Transfiguration: Artist 
Statement 

Introduction: Appropriate Art  

“Critical art is an art that aims to produce a new perception of the world, 
and therefore to create a commitment to its transformation. This schema, 
very simple in appearance, is actually the conjunction of three processes: 
first, the production of a sensory form of 'strangeness'; second, the 
development of an awareness of the reason for that strangeness and 
third, a mobilization of individuals as a result of that awareness.” 

- Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics1 

“Man is the only creature who refuses to be what he is.2”  

-Albert Camus 

Over the past two years of my studio practice I have been incorporating painting, 

sculpture, sound and video installation in different ways, exploring visual and aural 

combinations towards a variety of discrete objects or installations.  This pursuit is 

epistemological, often dealing with themes of originality and authority in the creative 

gesture and its tropes.   As a working method I have used techniques of appropriation 

that incorporate humour to re-examine authority in historical narratives, especially those 

pertaining to that of the genius, the shaman, and the rebel.   The works I have produced, 

 
1 Rancière, Jacques, and Steve Corcoran. Dissensus on Politics and Aesthetics. London: 

Continuum, 2010, pg. 142 
2Camus, Albert. The Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt, New York: Vintage International, 1982, 

pg. 11 
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often employing the comedic and the absurd, are a form of meta-narrative in the context 

of modernist and contemporary artistic and philosophical pursuits.   

My thesis project, Thus Spoke Death and Transfiguration, is an installation of 

video, sculpture and sound. The title is an assemblage that strives to demonumentalize 

the titles of Friedrich Nietzsche’s book, Thus Spoke Zarathustra and Richard Strauss’ 

tone poem Death and Transfiguration.3  It idiosyncratically provokes a conjuring of a 

scene where Nietzsche’s übermensch on his deathbed, actually dies.  This conflation of 

titles also echoes a paradox of an end and after an end; a threshold where belief, faith, 

and doubt meet for a conversation. 

 Part of this conversation emerges from my reading of Alain Badiou’s philosophy 

in which he employs mathematical set theory as a basis for giving voice to difference 

that is largely left out of political systems.  His thought reveals that many subgroups are 

inherently unnamed and consequently voiceless:   

So the law always determines not only what is permitted and forbidden, 
but in fact what exists under a clear name, which is normal, and what is 
unnamable and so does not really exist, which means that it is an 
abnormal part of the practical totality. It is a very important point to 
remark, finally, that a law is always a decision about existence.4   

This predicament reveals a need to give names to the various combinations of identities 

that constitute these subgroups. There is connection between this call and the 

experimental nature of my creative studio process where I am able to put things together 

that are disparate but that have a new potential as an artwork. 

 
3 Strauss, R., Barantschik, A., Tilson, T. M., Strauss, R., & London Symphony Orchestra. Also 

sprach Zarathustra: Op. 30 ; Don Juan : op. 20. New York, NY: Sony Classical. 1991 
4 Badiou, Alain, trans. Bruno Bosteels, Philosophy for Militants. London: Verso. 2012, Pg. 66. 
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In my past video work I have used scenes from artist documentaries as a 

template for videos where I kept the original audio but re-enacted and reshot the scenes 

with me playing the role of the artist. These, almost farcical, artist documentaries 

investigate a certain gravitas in the voices of artists who were able to identify with 

romantic notions of being “an artist.” The voices I appropriated in my works were the 

voices of Phillip Guston, Brice Marden, Agnes Martin, and Gerhard Richter.  It is these 

artists’ subjective identification with a creative authority that my remake videos spotlight 

in a humourous way.  I speculate that this identification with authority is left over 

confidence from the modernist pursuit of experimentation, an example of confidence in 

doubting the very foundations of established artistic disciplines.   

 
Figure 1. In his Own Words (Phillip Guston), 2011 (video Still) 
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Figure 2. The Dylan Painting (Brice Marden), 2012 (video still) 

Chapter One: Badiou Inside Badiou’s Lectern Prop 

For Thus Spoke Death and Transfiguration I have employed a video of the 

philosopher Alain Badiou giving his key note address, How to Change the World?, at the 

Nexus Institute in the Netherlands in 2012.5  Using this video as a basis I remade a 

stage set, with lighting and costume in order to reshoot the footage with myself playing 

the role of Badiou.  The lectern prop for my footage is turned into the sculptural lectern 

that the video is embedded in for the final installation.   This work is intended as a form 

of “remaking” where the politics of the original become upended as ventriloquism.  In 

place of Badiou, it is I, playing the role of puppet that uses the master’s (Badiou’s) voice, 

thereby becoming puppet and master at once.  This reversal of power is reminiscent of 

the YouTube trend of “shred” videos that emerged around 2008.6 With my re-enactment, 

 
5 See “Alain Badiou on Being Happy” June 25, 2013, video clip, accessed September 4, 2013, 
You Tube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oEY14y4jThY 
6 Notable is Eric Clapton Shreds, where the original audio from the found footage of a virtuosic 
electric guitar solo by Eric Clapton is replaced with an amateur guitarist playing in close sync with 
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the humorous play becomes the failure to conceal myself in the persona of the other.  

Though I am in costume as Badiou there is no attempt to trick the viewer into thinking I 

am the real Badiou; the costume is a crude rendition at best. 

My “Badiou remake” video moves from my previous interest with the authority in 

the creative gesture and lends itself to a discourse about acquiring knowledge by 

internalization.  Such internalization is normally accomplished through mimicry, reading 

and memorization; processes of collection and transfer of information.  This video shows 

a stage in the acquisition of knowledge through a way of embodying the performing of a 

text.  The text is Badiou’s, his thoughts as a philosopher, by which I wilfully allow my 

body to be possessed and his actions dictate how I will perform.  This allowing of my 

body to be possessed by another’s voice is not unlike what happens in Vito Acconci’s 

Following Piece (1969).  In this work Acconci spends days following random people in 

the streets, to the point of embodying their routes and their decisions.  In both of our 

works there is a play between artistic choice and giving up that choice to a strategy that 

provides controls and directions.  

 
the appropriated video but with the sounds of a very humorous take on guitar soloing. See "Eric 
Clapton Shreds," February 9, 2008, video clip, accessed August 22, 2014, YouTube, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x_M9zWORBuA 
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Figure 3. On Being Happy (Alain Badiou), 2014 (video still)  

Chapter Two: Dauphin en Papier-Maché 

It is also seems appropriate to relate elements in Thus Spoke Death and 

Transfiguration to Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical concept of assemblage. Their 

ontology consists of systems where parts might be interchanged but for different 

functions where they describe existence as not necessarily striving towards any 

cohesive overall reasoning.7 I relate this to the way humour often functions, incorporating 

what might seem like a pointed penultimate gesture only to give something unexpected, 

but amusing, exemplifying what Deleuze and Guitarri name “deterritorialized 

 
7 De Landa, Manuel. (2006). A new philosophy of society assemblage theory and social 

complexity. London: Continuum. Pg. 18, De Landa describes parts of an assemblage as “self 
subsistent’ which gives them the quality of being able to be used in another assemblage, I’m 
making the argument that this is what makes some assemblages humourous, because a 
certain part in a new context invites potential humour.   
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intensities.”8 Performing this type of interchanging of functions in my studio process is 

exemplified in the gesture of “surgically” implementing a monitor into the belly of a 

papier-mâché dolphin.  The embedded monitor displays a looping video of my reactions 

to an in-flight movie that I’m watching on a flight to London (2013).9  Associative 

readings of this video interjection include a reverse aquarium, an ecological dolphin 

rescue and a contemporary take on the Old Testament story of Jonah, who is swallowed 

by a big fish after not following his calling.10 However this fish is outfitted with catering 

and in-flight entertainment so that the protagonist resides in comfort. 

In another element of the installation a monitor is embedded in a sculptural 

object, this time a plinth like structure, with and elongated channel running to the 

gallery’s ceiling, all this resting on top of a stained and lacquered shelf.  This work 

features a composite of footage from my studio and studio process, and from 

performances I staged on Coliseum Mountain, North Vancouver and at Second Beach in 

Stanley Park.11  The footage from the studio consists of a behind the scenes 

investigation of the set that was made for On Being Happy (Alain Badiou)12 as well as 

shots of gouache painting studies, oil paintings and other studio detritus. These things 

seem to stage a confrontation with the papier-mâché dolphin in process, as well as other 

sculptural objects in my studio.   My experimentation with lens focus of the camera forms 

blurry abstract fields of moving colour juxtaposed with vivid details of sculptural works.  

 
8 Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 2004. A thousand plateaus: capitalism and schizophrenia. 

London: Continuum.pg 36 
9 see attached DVD, I’m on a plane 
10 The English Standard Version Bible:  Containing the Old and New Testaments with 

Apocrypha.  Oxford:  Oxford UP, 2009. See “Jonah” Bible Gateway, Accessed December 9th, 
2014.  https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Jonah+1&version=ESV 

11 see attached DVD, You Took a Long Time up on the Mountain 
12 see attached DVD, On Being Happy (Alain Badiou) 
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At one point the video captures a painting performance that is shot, through a mirror 

reflection, in a way that resembles a daily ritual like shaving or washing ones hands.  

With this video I wanted to explore my process of art making and the space of 

meta-narration concerning my own subjectivity as an artist.   One way of making this 

explicit was to compose and perform the soundtrack that accompanies the montage of 

video.  The musical compositional structure is based on song fragments with 

atmospheric transitions.  The harmonic structure of the music grew out of simple chord 

progressions or note sets and then improvised melodies were attached.  The lyrics deal 

with some tangential themes from the video footage, such as death, the dollar-store-

microphone used in the mountain performance (Chinese microphone) and 

completeness.  The final song fragment takes lyrics directly from an invitational pamphlet 

to a financial seminar from a TD bank in Coquitlam. 
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Figure 4. You Took a Long Time up on the Mountain, Video Still  

What is perhaps most immanent in the video is the humour in place of what 

these gestures might ideally signify.  This is partially due to an approach that expresses 

serious impulses combined with humour to construct the absurd.  In one scene in You 

Took a long Time up on the Mountain I ritualistically burn a McChicken patty on 

Coliseum Mountain.  Not something necessarily of great value however, the McChicken 

patty does represent a problem of cheap unhealthy commodities that correlate with a 

valuable profit margin.  Even the act of burning the chicken patty proves more difficult 

than expected.  A second attempt uses Cheezies as fire-starters.  The trivial aspect of 

these foods is juxtaposed with the elevated panoramic views from a summit where one 

would most easily expect rapture.  However, it is an indeterminate endeavour to make 

certain whether or not, in that moment, a connection with the divine took place.  What is 

apparent is that through this video production, and the presentation of this action as a 

component of a video assemblage of other images and sounds, the viewer is left with 
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something other than a transcendent experience.  What might prove to be transcendent 

is rather confined to the limits of the language of cinematic tropes; smooth moving wide-

angle panoramas, pulling focus, close up shots to name a few.  And this, the crux of 

failure in this piece, is what is perhaps a poignant expression of the difficult task of 

communicating a subjective transcendent experience without perversion.  

Conclusion: Towards More Laughs the Second Time 

As a whole the installation provides opportunity for the viewer to wander between 

and around the various sculptural elements.  The three embedded videos punctuate 

where one may take more time to watch and listen.  However there is no attempt to 

signal a beginning, end or order of this interaction.  The videos are all between ten and 

fifteen minutes in duration and loop unsynchronized, continuously staggering their 

relationship in time.  The works feature minimal use of colour relating like a distant riddle 

to a broken use of Piet Mondrian’s’ neo-plastic guidelines for primary colours.13  Each 

element in the installation refers to the others in sensibility but without adhering to a strict 

code.  Stained and varnished surfaces of side table sculptures are echoed in the shelves 

on which a monitor sits, having been suspended from the gallery ceiling.  Also from the 

ceiling hangs the papier-mâché dolphin.  These elements, as they reference moments in 

history and as they self-reference, articulate a doubt in their own autonomy, as it is not 

just enough to have sculptures, but also to show the process from the studio before they 

were raised to the status of art object in the gallery. This expression poses to 

demonumentalize the historicized nature of the content that I’m interested in, in one 

sense, and yet it is a monumentalization of the local history of each object in another; 

 
13 Mondrian, Piet, Harry Holtzman, and Martin S. James. The New Art--the New Life: The 

Collected Writings of Piet Mondrian. Boston: G.K. Hall, 1986, pg 214  
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shrugging off the gravity of modernism, post-modernism and the creative gesture, yet 

still looking at it dead on the ground with a semblance of reverence.   
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Thus Spoke Death and Transfiguration: Project 
Documentation 

Installation 

 

The flowing photographs and images document my MFA graduating project 
Thus Spoke Death and Transfiguration as it took form in Lossless: MFA 
Graduating Exhibition at the Audain Gallery, Vancouver in the Fall of 2014.  

 
Figure 5. Installation View 
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Figure 6. Installation View 
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Figure 7. dauphin en papier-mâché detail 
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Figure 8. dauphin en papier-mâché/I’m on Plane detail 
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Figure 9.  shelf monitor / You Took a Long Time up on the Mountain, detail 
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Figure 10.  lectern, detail 
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Figure 11.  lectern / On Being Happy (Alain Badiou), detail 
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Figure 12.  lectern, detail 
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Figure 13.  side tables, arms, legs, detail 
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Figure 14. side tables, arms, legs, detail 
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Appendix A.  
 
Defamiliarizing Straight Forward Vision : 
Undercutting and Satire in the Artwork of Elodie 
Pong and Leila Pazooki 

It is in this sense that art is necessary, and is not a diversion or 
entertainment. Art marks the distinctive traits of the absenting of truth, by 
which it is the truth absolutely. But this is also the sense in which it is itself 
disquieting, and can be threatening: because it conceals its very being 
from signification or from definition, but also because it can threaten itself 
and destroy in itself the images of itself that have been deposited in a 
signifying code and in an assured beauty.14 

Jean-Luc Nancy, The Image ~ the Distinct 

Always Steal 

With the proliferation of images in contemporary society, what do artists draw 

from to make new work?  In a recent essay, artist Hito Steyerl writes about the ubiquity 

of images as a “flattening-out of visual content”15 and a consequent flattening of meaning 

as images are deployed through the ubiquitous mediation of screens in media culture. 

I’m concerned with the process of art making and there is a sense that more and more 

images are lacking in their made-ness. This lack of made-ness in relation to the 

readymade is an important distinction to make because it designates a tendency 

towards authenticity and a tendency towards simulacra.  I’m interested in the choices for 

contemporary artists shifting from constructions of aura to the making of new meaning 

 
14 Nancy, Jean-Luc. "The Image ~ the Distinct." Nancy, Jean-Luc. The ground of the Image. New 

York: Fordham University Press, 2005, 13. 

15 Steyerl, Hito. "In Defense of the Poor image." Steyerl, Hito. The Wretched of the Screen . Ed. 
Marina Silva. Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012, (Latour) 41. 
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between objects and signs that have perhaps been stripped of aura.  I’m proposing that 

the ready-made may conceivably loose it’s made-ness status and yet propagate it’s 

ready-ness to be employed in new work.  

In a recent essay, Robert S. Nelson makes an important point about the way 

appropriation as a tactic evades an apathetic relationship with images and visual culture.  

He points out that, “taken positively or pejoratively, appropriation is not passive, 

objective, or disinterested, but active, subjective and motivated”.16 This approach in 

artistic pursuits to materials through appropriation results in engagement with potential 

for political agency.  Though this claim is speculative and fraught with a condition of 

serving goals that may in the end contradict, it is a necessary condition for agency to 

exist.  Agency of any kind is necessarily a condition and potential for both positive and 

negative change.  Further to this condition of agency it is in the realm of ethics as to how 

agents within a system will act.  The act of appropriation demands responsibility, as it is 

inherently a response to something pre-existing.  It is an afterthought that must consider 

the benefits and consequences of reintroducing an idea into circulation.  Choices are 

presented, whether to preserve or change, to look back or to move in a new direction.  In 

this sense appropriation is also linked to a dialectic mode of participation or thinking in 

the material world.  An artist taking a precedent, an idea, material, or historical character, 

brings that thing into a dialectic relationship with its former meaning.  Though with the art 

practices of Elodie Pong and Leila Pazooki, my interest is in appropriation that is less 

positivist in the sense where a dialectic relationship would simply spawn a new original.  

 

16Nelson, Robert S. "Appropriation." Shiff, Robert S. Nelson and Richard. Critical Terms For Art 
History. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003, 162. 
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I’m more interested in the questions that may arise through such an endeavour or what 

meaning the act in itself might hold.  

The Act of Stealing  

Appropriation in contemporary art is a useful tactic for artists to change the 

signification of language, the symbolic, and the material meaning of objects.  In mutating 

the way signs signify, artwork can open up the possibility for new meaning. This new 

meaning might subvert, and contend with the original context of a sign by deconstructing 

the validity of its power.  Such signs whose meaning may become rote as memorized or 

as accepted facts and figures without creative mathematics to deploy implicit meaning, 

weigh language down and communicate less the more they are rehearsed.  We find 

language of consistency in homogeneous cultures that are left to repetitions of 

patriarchal cycles that reinforce rehearsed meaning rather than allow the creation of new 

meaning.  This is all too familiar when approaching organizations in society, the more we 

call a bank a ‘bank’ for instance, the less we might access in terms of understanding the 

multifaceted functions of banks in modern culture.  A bank is generally also financial 

product retailer, a credit source, an insurance company, an advertiser, perhaps a thief, a 

system of control, a system of violence, and so on.  An opportunity arises even as the 

damaging woes of globalization subsume resources and as capital concerns lead 

government policy in the social infrastructure of contemporary life.  This opportunity is to 

decalcify such signs that are inherently regimes of violence by reinterpretations through 

creative gestures.  In this vein of thinking the Situationists’ concept of détournement 

provides a useful model of appropriation as a major influence in leftist thought in the later 

half of the twentieth century and that continues in the present.  
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In 1958 in the SI journal the concept of détournement was defined as: (Debord 

1958) 

“[t]he integration of present or past artistic productions into a superior 
construction of a milieu. In this sense there can be no situationist 
painting or music, but only a situationist use of those means. In a 
more elementary sense, détournement within the old cultural spheres 
is a method of propaganda, a method which reveals the wearing out 
and loss of importance of those spheres”.17 

Détournement has turned into practice as a production method instrumental in 

providing a framework for ‘culture jamming’ and more political contemporary art 

practices, such as the case of Barbara Krugar.  In this trajectory appropriated media art 

tropes are reworked through subversive strategies.  These strategies use manipulation 

to reverse or frustrate power relations that may be inherent in media.  Though, is this the 

job of contemporary art? -- to rehearse such gestures so long as contemporary media 

culture sustains them?  It seems that such ‘culture jamming’ strategies are not always so 

effective.   Their downfall may be in their relying on the over-readability of signs and 

symbols and characters.  The immediate meaning obtained may do more to veil the 

actualization of symbolic subversion into real agency.  Readability is at times necessary 

in the reception of artwork but can be a problem when it’s mode of communication is too 

reductive.  Herein we find the positivist nature of the overly readable when deployed in 

the type of appropriation in the perhaps obvious didactic work of Adbusters and a pit fall 

of some appropriation art.  As thinking, this process relies on a bifurcation of meaning 

and a pitting of perhaps oversimplified terms to act out in a dialectic manner.  Thus an 

ostensible sense of completion in the dialectic proposed in such work may ultimately 

 

17 Debord, Guy E. "Définitions." Internationale Situationniste (1958): 13. Translation from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Detournement.  
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hinder agency.  Even though détournement might help to curb “a society rendered numb 

and fragmented by the repressive instrumentality of capitalist production,”18 when taken 

as a process that is so oversimplified it must be engaged with caution.    

Nous Volerons 

Jean-Luc Nancy points to a more useful way to approach images that relies less 

on such dialectic understanding.  In his writing on images he expands on an idea that 

images are never completely accessible, so as to approach any sense of total 

understanding of images as inherently flawed.  Furthermore, and similarly, in Nancy’s 

book Being Singular Plural we find a pertinent critique of the Situationists’ desire for a 

“real life”. 

The Situationist critique continued to refer essentially to something 
like an internal truth (designated, for example, by the name “desire” 
or “imagination”), the whole concept of which is that of a subjective 
appropriation of “true life,” itself thought of as origin proper, as self-
deployment and self satisfaction.19 

 

This idea of “true life”, although alluring, seems to be little more than a nostalgic 

pull towards a superficial understanding of an ideal without substance.   This idea that 

the “real” could be reduced to something so attainable and understandable may now be 

thought of as a lack of sufficiently expanding a premise.  

Appropriation bypasses such idealism for a past as it takes up material that is 
 
18 Bishop, Claire. Artificial Hells, Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. London, New 

York: Verso, 2012, 11.  

19 Nancy, Jean-Luc. Being Singular Plural. Ed. Werner Hamacher & David E. Wellbery. Trans. 
Robert D. Richardson and Anne E. O'Byrne. 2000. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2000, 53.  
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already positioned in a trajectory of real time.  This becomes apparent in the recent 

phenomena of proliferated images and video online.  This material is continually being 

stirred up and reprocessed through editing software and simultaneously downloaded 

and seeded with little renown for an origin or sense of authenticity.  The material of the 

Internet, like a cloud, holds meaning unto it’s own.  There is always a desire for newness 

that seems to be able to recombine and perform even within seconds of a release.   

Examples of this are the YouTube phenomena of covers in the music industry or DIY 

broadcasting on hot topics in the news.  It is hard not to consider the influence of the 

Internet in the present contextual practice of art making considering the effects of 

globalization.  Just as the Internet proliferates images, the exchange of information and 

the potential for cross-pollination occurs in appropriation art practices on a global scale.  

The task taken up by contemporary artists like Pong and Pazooki, is to address a 

transmutation of value in contemporary society.  In the process of ascribing value to the 

material and symbolic space of global image communication it is important to 

acknowledge their context as what Bruno Latour describes as matters of “concern”20 and 

not fact.  Appropriated objects or subject matter may be re-ascribed value and thus have 

a chance to be explored with potentially new meaning.  However, it seems less useful if 

such a pursuit is a search for origins or as ostensibly pragmatic like building blocks in a 

dialectic process. More interesting is the meaning that is produced in a local context that 

values useful rather that factual knowledge.  Art practices that are good at creating local 

meaning with material that might come from anywhere are valuable in this pursuit as 

they are indeed using what is available.  

 

20 Latour, Bruno. "Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of 
Concern." Critical Inquiry 30.2 (2004): 231. 
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Slow Down Whilst Stealing 

The speed of signification is indeed a concern in appropriation because it is the 

speed at which images might signify as fact that is at the root of the problem in 

misreading images.  This is a concern across communication in contemporary society.  

Nicolas Bourriaud articulates this new situation as “circumstantial, historical, and 

changeable at will” in opposition to more rigid conceptions of idealistic modernity. 

Bourriaud applies this more malleable sense of identity to the emigrants of the world, the 

decolonizing subjects that have uprooted and find themselves in foreign lands. The 

radicant are presented with the question of whether or not to preserve the past.  His 

response is that it may be more useful to set up new local roots.  This is a reaction 

against regulatory regimes of signs that have thrived in more homogenous cultures that 

naturally calcify over time and may resonate with people who are trying to locate 

meaning in new contexts.  Bourriaud appropriates Nietzsche’s favouring of 

interpretations over facts that provides a gateway into post-structuralist thought and 

opens up the idea that when language functions more as a network it has the potential to 

create meaning in and of itself rather than simply acting as referent.  This is also the 

method that seems hopeful for the Radicant; to make meaning out of new connections, 

in new contexts.  This type of thinking necessitates a lifting from the ground, from the 

past and from origins.  

 

Jean-Luc Nancy echoes such ungroundedness as he writes in a recent essay on 

image: 

“Each image is a finite cutting out, by the mark of distinction.  The 
superabundance of images in the multiplicity and in the history of the 
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arts corresponds to this inexhaustible distinction.  But each time, and 
at the same time, it is the jouissnace of meaning, the jolt and the 
taste of its tension: a little sense in a pure state, infinitely opened or 
infinitely lost (however one wishes to say it).”21 

Nancy elucidates the nature of images as inherently distinct and set apart from 

the natural world of objects and nature.  He appreciates a sacredness of images and 

acknowledges an ungroundedness in the gesture of making an image.  His concept of 

image necessitates understanding an image as “an assembling of a sense without 

signification.”22 This approach to images slows down this link between sign and signified, 

and in this slowing down a space opens up for new meaning to align or collect.  Nancy’s 

conception of image and Bourriaud’s radicant rely on such a space where a self-

contextualization might operate.  And though it may seem that this means that meaning 

of an image might operate independent of the image, this is not the case.  This 

relationship between prototype and appropriated is made apparent the genre of 

remakes. This generative relationship provides a useful understanding of new meaning 

operating, or being created, independently though still in relation to a precedent.  

Planet of the Re-mapes 

Sven Lütticken's essay planet of the remakes provides an interesting perpective 

and insight in the pursuit of employing the return of historical references in art making.  

This is done critically with the aknowledgement of the blunders and, frankly, bad work 

being done in hollywood remakes and the bastardization of the "cyclical temporality of 

 

21 Nancy, Jean-Luc. "The Image ~ the Distinct." Nancy, Jean-Luc. The ground of the Image. New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2005, 12. 

22 Ibid, 10. 
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myth"23 by late capitalist spectacle.  His writing comes across as a type of ‘what to 

do/what not to do’ guide to remaking and historical reference in general as he 

champions a production methodology that exhibits questioning, perverting and 

permutating through taking creative liberties in remaking or referencing.  He defines 

‘perverting’ in the remake as a process of mutation that plays out as appropriation 

returns to and repeats and idea from the past.  Lütticken writes: “For if repetition could 

be perverted from within, exacerbating the newness that disguises sameness until it 

changed its sign, might there not be a kind of remake in which repetition served 

difference, rather than enforcing mythic identity?”24.  In this process the remake must 

necessarily refer to the original as the original will contain this potential for pervertion.  It 

is useful here, to say that something need only be taken as original and not have to 

necessarily be original to be perverted in this sense.  Futhermore, Lütticken points 

towards a more generative and local implication of the remake as it has the potentional 

to make new meaning and not just search for the origin or reinforce old values.  

This way of rethinking remakes in a way of generating new knowledge that is 

more accessible than the closed-into-itself knowledge of Nancy’s concept of image.  It 

seems much more useful to ignore such grasping at concepts of origin or autonomy, and 

freely use what is available or ready.  This pursuit demands a turn to modes of 

construction rather to what is constructed, to the mode of autonomy rather than the 

autonomous.  Elodie Pong and Leila Pazooki are artists that have appropriated signs to 

explore such implicit meaning of their subject matter.  Their practices might be best 

contextualized in the global contemporary art world, a symptom of current accessible 

 
23 Lütticken, Sven. "Planet of the Remakes." New Left Review 25 (2004), 105. 
24 Ibid, 116. 
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world themes and excess symbolic meaning found in media culture.  Their subject 

matter concerns appropriation as they work with material that may not originate in their 

own local context.  However a context is ushered in with the presentation of their work 

especially in the relationship of their work to humour.  Often deployed, as catalyst in the 

processes of new signs, is humour.  Humour seems to be apt at freeing signs often 

bogged down or calcified by dulling repetition that reduces signs to totalizing 

significations.  Humour like laugher embodied in diaphragm spasms, destabilizes.  

Humour also has the potential to bypass over determined signification.  Humour 

happens in the body, is sensed, rather than necessarily thought through.  In the case 

with the following artists, humour acts in tandem with that which may seem diametrically 

opposed.  In their artwork humour is employed along side cynicism, dissatisfaction and 

existential questioning of meaning.   

After After the Empire 

After the Empire, a 2008 video work by Elodie Pong, displays an interesting use 

of appropriation that goes beyond a dialectic or simple reading.  The characters 

deployed in her video are not some ontological pinnacle or improvement of their 

precedents.  Rather they are humorous abstractions, permutations or even reductions.  

The video is usually shown in a small theatre setup with cinema tropes, yes, but maybe 

more akin to small theatres that might show X-rated films rather than the censored 

suburban mega entertainment complexes.  This diminution of the cinema trope 

compliments the scaling down of the perhaps more two-dimensional characters 

presented as mere one-dimensional caricatures.  There is a fluctuating play with 

readability in this work between information given, that is accessible, and with 

information that is not discernable.  For instance there is a finite choice of characters 
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employed, who are all lead roles, though they seem to all operate on the same level of 

foreground.  The characters are taken from both fiction and non fiction, the list includes 

Karl Marx, Martin Luther King, Marilyn Monroe, Sid Vicious, Minnie Mouse, a body 

builder, Pinocchio, Elvis Presley, a lady based off the artist’s Swiss mother, and late 60’s 

Batman and Robin.    The characters are set in short vignettes that weave in and out in a 

structure that denies a linear narrative trajectory.  The non-narrative structure does not 

answer why these particular characters have been chosen.  As a group there is a lack of 

continuity, besides all having made their way into pop consciousness.  Non-narrative 

structure has the potential to communicate in a mode that slows down the story.  It is 

clear that we are not suppose to follow a meaning through the work but rather focus on 

the mode of manipulation that each character presents.  Pinocchio snorting lines of 

cocaine does little to bring back the character in a nostalgic way; in this case with an 

elongated nose he seems to have accepted rebellion instead of toting the usual moral 

code of the children’s story.  

The set of After the Empire could be described as post-apocalyptic.  An enlarged 

photograph depicting the aftermath of the atom bomb in Hiroshima provides the 

backdrop in the room where the actors play out their roles.  The interesting mutation that 

occurs for the characters Pong is referencing happens in the way these characters act 

that is outside their original context.  For instance, Batman and Robin are given the 

script from the famous bed scene in Godard’s Contempt that originally is played out by 

Characters Patricia and Michel played by Bridgette Bardot and Michel Piccoli.  The 

implication here is that Pong is releasing the implicit homoeroticism that has long fraught 

the superhero and his sidekick.  In another scene the Elvis character speaks in song 

lyrics from his song Black Star.  In line with the remake theme Elvis’s song Black Star 

was recorded for a film that had a working title of the same name.  However the song 
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was changed to suit the 1960 movie title Flaming Star, the “original” song was later 

released in the 1990’s.   The status of Elvis’ lyrics plays with a nostalgic desire for a 

more authentic Elvis.   The lyrics themselves play with Elvis as an icon even for 

posterity:  

“There's a lot of livin' I gotta do 

Give me time to make a few dreams come true.”25 

 

For this work though, the caricature of Elvis seems devoid of such nostalgic impulses.  

Rather, he stands at the edge of the future where he is less an attempt at an authentic 

Elvis and more as an appropriation of Elvis’ image.  Pong’s Elvis is presented as a 

readily available sign to be appropriated to any dream.  

There is a Brechtian break that occurs in the façade and mockery of presentation 

with provisional costumes and props and little attempt to create a convincing imaginary 

space.  Suspension of disbelief is curtailed as the characters are presented with little 

attempt at accuracy, at best, as posers.  The characters forfeit a desire to be “set 

apart”26 or to be read as such. The footage is simply taken in a room, there is little 

hidden in the process.   However the surface level of engagement with the work may be 

what allows the interaction of content to play out through humour.  Though the humour is 

so absurd and twisted, at times, that it becomes dark.  There is a sinister quality to 

Pong’s appropriations that comments on the inappropriate use of signs and a symptom 

of the global proliferation of images and the flattening out of their meaning.  In this 

 
25 Presley, Elvis. "Elvis Presley Black Star." 11th May 2009. YouTube. 1st December 2013 

<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h0Jkv1cs6PE> 

26 Nancy, Jean-Luc. "The Image ~ the Distinct." Nancy, Jean-Luc. The ground of the Image. New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2005. 1-14. 
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sense, Pong’s work exemplifies an ungrounded use of iconography and makes her 

characters as much a palate rather than a painting.   

And Now for the Godfather of Soul… Bruce Nauman! 

In Leila Pazooki’s piece “Moments of Glory” 2010, employs neon sign text, 

making her own appropriation of a form taken from small business signage.  This 

appropriation is also not original in the context of referencing and in the context which 

her work may be received.  The use of neon sign text in this case is overtly referencing 

the form of Bruce Nauman’s “masterpiece” One Hundred Live and Die from 1984. This 

more direct remake exemplifies what is later described in Lutticken’s Planet of the 

Remakes as a work “that sees the ‘original’ not as a vorbild27 to be followed (if only for its 

rudimentary story-line), but as something to be questioned and perverted” to reveal an 

“implicit possibility.”28 This process creates a kind of accessible new knowledge out of 

the previously hidden implications.  Pazooki’s text has also appropriated fifteen famous 

artists names from Picasso to Louise Bourgeois.   This is on the surface a humourous 

play of western centric nomenclature for non-western artists.  An implied joke in this 

work is that Pazooki could be a ‘Bruce Nauman’ of Iran, but perhaps nothing more.  The 

presentation of western artists as a measure for non-westerner artists is the root of 

frustration in the work.  Pazooki seems to be declaring a fed up attitude for 

categorizations that pigeon hole artists that are not privy to inheriting western art 

traditions from within.  

What is interesting about the future of such artistic ventures is the seeming 

 
27 Vorbild, a model, original or prototypical. 
28 Lütticken, 116.  
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limitlessness of permutations and what “shifts the inquiry [of the meaning of art] toward 

the active agents of signification in society and illuminates historical context”.29 The 

helpfulness of art to illuminate historical context, as has been exemplified by Pong and 

Pazooki, shows how this process is inherently lacking in an end goal.  This process like 

an irrational number has an implicit nature to not need origin or destination. This is a 

hopeful position for artists as a way of taking on material and subject matter that may be 

as Francis Bacon put it “profoundly optimistic about nothing.”30 Appropriation and 

remakes look more and more like new origins, unstable and hopefully more useful as 

interpretations than concluding fact.  This is the trajectory of slowing down signification in 

the face of the homogenizing effects of capitalism that seems to progress with building 

speed.  

Practices like Pazooki and Pong’s are not immune to the flattening plurality of the 

postmodern paradigm.  However there choices to work with the modes of how such 

plurality operates that seem optimistic as a pursuit in art.  There is an opportunity to 

make art works by making new again the dormant potential of “origins” like Roland 

Barthes interchanging of the word ‘appropriation’ with ‘myth’ which points the genre of 

remakes into a contextually specific mechanics of meaning production.  Myth is always 

new as it is not a story for the sake of nostalgia or old meanings, taking old forms and 

making them useful in new contexts. The end games of modernist pursuits that have left 

a lingering bad taste for medium specific disciplines seem less relevant in work that uses 

appropriation as a method.  This work may be thought of as part a process of continual 

 
29 Nelson, 172. 

30 The South Bank Show. Dir. David Hinton. Perf. Francis Bacon. LWT, Sunday June 09th, 1985. 
Accessed December 2013.  http://www.ubu.com/film/bacon.html  32:35.  



37 

reprocessing.  

Singular or Plural it Still Get’s a Laugh 

 Stefan Brüggemann’s 2011 Conceptual Decoration is an example of a similar 

playing out of an appropriation of Nauman’s ‘signature’ but is used for perhaps an even 

more humorous end.  Perhaps he is tending to the poke fun at both Pazooki and 

Nauman, but nevertheless the resemblances of these works are interesting phenomena 

in a global climate of contemporaneity.  The idea that contemporary artists are interested 

in pursuing gestures that may also be explored simultaneously in another place seems 

odd as authenticity and originality have been long standing pillars of artistic pursuits.  

Giving up such authority in an artistic gesture is something that perhaps needs to be 

taken as comforting rather than to be fought against.  Brüggemann seems to have taken 

comfort in making an unoriginal and inauthentic work.   

In John Byrnes recent essay Use Value and the Contemporary Work of Art he 

addresses the question of art's social significance in a age of heteronomy, complicity 

and precarity.  While shedding light on the complications of the assuption that art must 

be autonomous, the importance of his research and it’s relevence to the current global 

moment of crisis defined as "transnational capital in decline"31 becomes apparent.  Bryne 

presents the artists role as "distinguishing their output from more instrumentalized forms 

of corporate entertainment, advertising and leisure services.”32  In this distinguishing 

artists have a responsibility to act as agents of change in the reception media culture.  It 

is important to note that the art work that I'm looking at does not have an overarching 

 
31 Byrne, John. "Use Value and the Contemporary Work of Art." Autonomy - New Forms of 

Frredom and Independence in Art and Culture. Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2012, 18. 
32 Ibid, 19. 
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mandate or manifesto to accomplish or flesh out, the work is more speculative an 

uncalculated and to a certain extent questions notions of autonomy in contemporary art 

practices.    

In artistic explorations it seems more interesting to make work with an underlying 

lack of origins in a grand narrative, privileging local rather than global roots.   As a palate 

artists may make choices that are significant for their ability to create meaning by being 

in a network, things among other things with out being original things in and of 

themselves.  This ungroundedness, which is fundamentally a way of understanding a 

limit of knowing, seems useful in the development of knowledge that it not so reliant on 

understanding a visual image in a totalizing sense, but rather allowing it to express it’s 

own hidden implications through creative intervention.  A means of understanding 

materials and images that invites manipulation and permutation seems to inaugurate a 

‘ready’ status of images.  Such use of images allows for the articulation of new meaning 

as political agency by naming the existence of new forms. This meaning among things or 

between things affirms what exists as sense and embodiment.  It is a challenge to artists 

to help plant local roots of meaning and to foster generative techniques of appropriation.  

Relying not on origins to sustain value and meaning demands active agents to disrupt 

traditional modes of passive understanding.  There is much that is ready to be 

appropriated and thus now is a critical time to be engaged in art practices that help 

create more useful meaning in local contexts. 
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Appendix B.    
 
DVD: Also Spoke Death and Transfiguration 

Creator: 

Nathaniel Wong 

Description: 
The three parts of this DVD compilation are the video components that were used in the 
embedded monitors for the installation of “Also Spoke Death and Transfiguration.” 
Although removed from their intended context the artist has made these available in this 
format.   

Part 1: On Being Happy (Alain Badiou), 7:58 minutes 

Part 2: You Took a Long Time up on the Mountain, 15:32 minutes 

Part 3: I’m on a Plane, 23:38 minutes 

 


