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Abstract

Books, conceived and directed by Patrick Blenkarn, is a performance with and about 
books. Four performers perform a series of tasks with books upon an empty stage. In 
the process, they sculpt an encounter of ideas and images: of chaos, of devotion, of 
exhaustion, of knowledge. 

Keywords: Performance, Books, Bodies, Materiality, Knowledge, Interdisciplinary 
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Dedication 

To books, of course. 
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0. PREFACE 

The way in which, on the whole, the reverence for the Bible has hitherto been generally 
maintained in Europe is perhaps the best piece of discipline and refinement of manners 
that Europe owes to Christianity: such books of profundity and ultimate significance 
require for their protection an external tyranny of authority, in order that they may 
achieve those millennia of continued existence which are needed if they are to be 
exhausted and unriddled. 

— Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil 

…the commerce of our thoughts, by means of which we are kept together, however 
loosely or badly that be, relies on the circulation of a currency whose incalculable unit is 
named ‘book’. 

— Nancy, On the Commerce of Thinking  

The principal subject of this defence statement will be my reflections on making the 

work, Books, rather than the interpretation of the work.  

 Before these reflections, however, I have included a short outline of the projects 

leading up to this one, beginning with projects that are very different from Books.  If the 1

reader wishes to cut to the chase, then I recommend skipping now to section II, III, and 

IV, possibly even straight to V. I have chosen to begin with this pre-history in order to 

show that a number of concepts that I find in Books have appeared in earlier forms. I am 

also writing this document in this way for my own sake so that I might skirt the 

philosophical and scholarly apparatus of positing ontological arguments concerning the 

work (or ‘books’) that I then defend. I mean no disrespect to such apparatuses, but I 

went to art school so that I could try a different mode of thinking and relating to the 

artwork I created, and I hope that my reflections show that. With this graduating project, I 

 Absent from this history will be my video work over the last two years, a conversation that took place 1

alongside my reflections on language, as well as numerous projects reflecting on Canadian Nationalism.

!ix



am completing a degree in Interdisciplinary Studies, therefore, I believe there to be no 

quick route to an end. The interdisciplinary is a zigzag. 

 Let me further preface this statement by pointing out that I am writing in English. 

The fact of my using English is not neutral, regardless of whether or not this language is 

my mother tongue and expected in the context of this academic statement. This use of 

English is particularly relevant to the reality of being in a university, especially one so 

internationalized as Simon Fraser University. The anglicization of higher education has 

gone hand in hand with the commodification and corporatization of the university, as well 

as a boom in the international book and translation industry. 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1. BACKGROUND 

Whence books? 

 Prior to this Master of Fine Arts program, my interest in books, though as all 

consuming as any bookish philosophy student’s, was outside the context of art making. 

However, in October of 2015, I participated in the residency project, My Epidemic, by 

then Audain Visual Artist in Residence, Lili Reynaud-Dewar. Reynaud-Dewar’s work 

consisted of a Friday and Saturday reading group in the Audain Gallery, reading texts 

about the AIDS crisis, the Black Panther movement, Foucault, queer theory, etc. The 

syllabus, borrowed from artist Bjarne Melgaard, was extensive. We sat in bean bag 

chairs and read to each other for 6 hours every Friday and Saturday for the month of 

October. 

 As one with a love of philosophy and ideas, and a love of books, I was excited to 

see this artist so frankly include books into a contemporary art work. At the same time, I 

felt the pile of books in the centre of the gallery had potential that Reynaud-Dewar's 

exhibition (with its very different concerns and obsessions) did not realize.   2

 What could one do with books? How do books enable, shape, or resist 

performance contexts? What does it mean to fill a room with books and not read them? 

Is offering a spectator the opportunity to read (the possibility of reading) ‘enough’? 

 Despite these feelings, my thoughts about books were still secondary to an 

interest in language. In the fall of 2015, I had become obsessed with language thanks to 

a number of factors. First, I had been researching and reading everything about the 

history of the English language—a hobby I picked up while living and teaching ESL in 

 Reynaud-Dewar’s books were part of a curriculum. Someone, Melgaard, had already decided that they 2

were significant, and thus our reading of them was out of a curiosity as to how they fit together and created a 
project in themselves both for Melgaard’s early use of them and for us in the present. In Reynaud-Dewar’s 
exhibition, there was a sense that these books, in the centre of the room, available for reading, were of great 
significance, and visitors to the gallery, I remember, clearly recognized them as such. However, the guests 
also barely read them. Books of such ostensibly great significance were left untouched by most. In some 
ways, I feel like I have digested my experience in My Epidemic by finding a way to interpret or reformulate 
the image of those who do not read the books available to them. I have grown, I think, to be more 
sympathetic to the non-reader than I was a few years ago, as I feel unequipped to argue that any given book 
has an inherent value.
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Shanghai thanks to a podcast called, The History of English Podcast, by Kevin Stroud. 

Living in China and thinking more about English led me to a keen interest in the politics 

of language learning, national languages, official bilingualism, and historical and social 

linguistics. Second, I had been learning Mandarin and German, in addition to becoming 

increasingly more fluent in French. These activities and ideas were part of my everyday 

activities, and continue to be so. Third, and perhaps that which sparked my trying to 

think language as a material in the world most, was the Syrian refugee crisis. 

 In October 2015, calls were put out for German and Swedish teachers by the 

thousands to teach the new immigrants. The language learning App Duolingo developed 

Arabic to German and Arabic to Swedish beta versions in weeks. This historical crisis 

raised a question that I think Jacques Derrida wrestled with well. He asks in Of 

Hospitality, “must we ask the foreigner to understand us, to speak our language, in all 

the senses of this term, in all its possible extensions, before being able and so as to be 

able to welcome him into our country?” (15). He calls the imposition of translation upon 

the guest “the first act of violence.” In this context, I started to think about the ways that 

people encounter languages in the world and their added geopolitical values. 

 I cannot emphasize this point enough and it is one I didn’t fully develop in Books, 

as I am sure it will preoccupy me for many years to come. The questions I had before 

me at that time were: how do we talk about and/or work with language as a material and 

as a geopolitically inflected commodity? How do we speak of that which binds us 

together linguistically, as well as conceptually? Languages, as any supporter of a dying 

language will tell you, contain unique—and never neutral—conceptual worlds 

(Wierzbicka 16). When a language dies, a whole world vanishes. A specific language 

had not ever been something I had chosen to include in a work. Now the question was, if 

there is language in the work, which language(s)? 

 Enter the book as a means to show a language. 
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 I started working on a book in November 2015. It went through various iterations 

before becoming a documentary about English as an international/imperial commodity. 

Since its conception, however, it was designed with the intention of being read out loud 

by a small group. Printed on paper I made from an Oxford dictionary—just in case the 

readers didn’t quite get it—the work was comprised of transcribed informal interviews 

and reflections on learning English: the difficulties, pressures, and joys. I took this book, 

Soliloquy in English, to Toronto to be performed at the SummerWorks Performance 

Festival in 2016, and later re-presented it in Vancouver’s rEvolver Festival in 2017. 

Patrick Blenkarn, Soliloquy in English, book, 2016.

 Again, at the outset, my interest in making books and working with books was 

entirely predicated upon my interests in concepts of language, concepts of social 

binding, and the economy of meaning—the “commerce of thinking,” to use Jean-Luc 
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Nancy’s phrase. But one book led to another. I continued to make more books 

concurrently and following Soliloquy in English. For example, I made a sculpture and 

book with asmaa al-issa called 49 translations, containing forty-nine translations we 

made of a sentence in Zhuangzi, a seminal Daoist text. 

 I want to pause here to note that asmaa was a very significant influence on my 

time at Simon Fraser. asmaa and I became very close friends from a very early stage in 

our studying together because we found each other equally open to talking about 

concepts of religion and repetition, particularly in relation to her work. For her, repetition 

was an integral part of her practice as a religious person. For me, as a heathen and 

philosopher gentile, I wanted to think about repetition as the foundation of the universe. I 

wanted to drag samenesses facedown across lines of difference, or at least think about 

how they were made. Where some people (such as Walid Raad in a rather fortuitous 

studio visit) saw sameness and flatness in my work, I saw an attempt at multiplication 

and destabilization from beneath a surface or sameness. 

Patrick Blenkarn, Still from Books, 2018. 
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 This anecdote about my relationship with asmaa is not entirely anecdotal—for 

that reason it is not a footnote. Outside of classrooms, on buses, and in galleries, we 

spoke often and freely about the relationships we have with ideas marked with religious 

connotation: love, faith, law, devotion, hope, doubt, and so on. I read passages from the 

Quran for the first time during this degree, reopened the Bible I was assigned during my 

BA studies, and perused other mystical texts that were asmaa’s subject of research. All 

this time would later be reflected in making images of devotion available to me while 

directing Books. 

Patrick Blenkarn, Still from Philosophical Investigations, 2017. Video. 5:46.

 My explicit investigation of English within the MFA stopped being part of my art 

work in September of 2016. I decided, after presenting Soliloquy in English, that the 

most politically effective way to work against the hegemony of English was to work in 

other languages. I took more Mandarin lessons in May and June of 2016, more German 

in June and July of 2017, and have started to read Spanish and Dutch texts with more 

dedication since August 2017. 
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 With the question of language now on the shelf, germinating so to speak for a 

later time, I shifted my focus to the book as a form. To put this a different way, I shelved 

the content of my research and was then left with the form. 

 I didn’t really know what to do with books now that I had put my questions 

concerning specific languages to one side. In my second year of the program, I tried a 

few new approaches. I made a few short videos with books of philosophy. I also created 

new books with different subjects. I created a book about the concept of performance by 

rewriting the Wittgenstein’s Tractatus as performance theory; a book about Canadian 

nationalism by adapting Joyce Wieland’s film, Reason Over Passion; a book about 

language through instructional poems; and a book about knowledge in which all prefixes 

in English are attached to the verb “to know”: such as, abknow, introknow, subterknow, 

uberknow.  

 All of these artist books were comical, experimental—chuckle worthy maybe. 

They were sketches in essence, like the videos, and they helped me chew upon the 

book as a form. I used them to reflect on it, to create, design, or work with a book. 

 One last note before dealing with Books specifically.  

 Having tried my hand at making books, I soon enough began trying my hand at 

destroying them. I said to asmaa that I would like to include my artist books in the 

entrance to the Audain Gallery during her MFA Graduate Exhibition so that someone 

might read them, so that I might have a reason to print a copy of them, and really just 

finish them—suspending my initial frustrations with the blandness of books in gallery 

settings. Due to the gaseous motorcycle of my dear friend Dave Biddle, however, I was 

instructed to occupy the front window of the gallery.  

 Rather than leave five small books in the window, I decided to start a whole new 

project. With the help of my peer, Ian McFarlane, I created a series of helmets loosely 

modelled after crusader designs (for the record, I was at the point in Stroud’s history of 

the English language in which the crusades were becoming significant) made out of 
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books I saw to be consistent with the fragmented leftist politics we have today: Klein’s 

This Changes Everything, Zizek’s First as Tragedy, Then as Farce, Collins’ The Hunger 

Games, Adichie’s We Should All Be Feminists, and King’s The Inconvenient Indian. I 

bought these books and I tore them apart and made helmets out of them. Together they 

look like they should all be on the same side of the fight against a constellation of 

capitalism, fascism, war, bigotry, and moral conservatisms, but they could also easily 

turn upon each other. 

Patrick Blenkarn, Helmets for a performance to come, 2017. Installation view.

 As someone who loves books, destroying books is not easy. I constantly 

reminded myself that these books were mass produced and accessible in virtually every 

new and used bookstore in the city. In the end, I liked this work a lot. It featured a kind of 

aesthetic (rough and loose) I had never used and a medium (sculpture) I had no 

experience in. I felt the individual helmets created a thought-provoking tension when 

together. I could have been cleaner in my installation of the works, and tried to better 
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involve the gallery space, such as painting the back wall a solid colour so that the 

helmets popped out more to the passing street traffic, but this oversight is something I 

feel I have now learned to ask when working in that context. 
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2. INFLUENCES AND CONTEXTS 

Whence Books? 

FIRST DRAFTS 

 My impulses to create a large-scale performance for my graduating project 

emerged from my desire to have the opportunity to make performances of the magnitude 

of Books in the future. I do not think the professional Canadian theatre and performance 

economy easily welcomes artists to make large-scale work who have no track record of 

large-scale work. I wanted to make sure that I could possibly have that option when 

graduating from the program, as well as continuing to pursue more experimental and 

offbeat forms of presenting my work. 

 In January 2017, I agreed to show ten minutes of something at the PuSh Youth 

Academy.  With a suitcase full of library books I’d taken out from SFU, I created a piece 

that consisted of me mic’ing a selection of books , knocking them onto the floor, and 3

then filling some clothes with the books. Thinking that I should confront the legacy of 

‘western’ philosophy which has so shaped my education, the library books consisted of 

the texts I had been assigned in my undergraduate degree: Plato, Aristotle, Hegel, 

Heidegger, Nietzsche, Rousseau, Descartes, etc.  

 In February, and March of 2017, I continued to work with the books in a studio 

three times a week for almost three months and continued to do many silly and 

embarrassing things with these books—most of the documentation of which I have 

destroyed. In addition to filling my clothes with the books, I stacked them, kicked them, 

shovelled them, built towers with them, read from them, hit myself with them, and more. 

 I tried to learn dance choreography from Pina Bausch works and, through the 

patient outside eyes of my peer, Sasha Ivanochko, I tried to be a contemporary dancer.  4

I thought, “Perhaps books weren’t really what it was all about? Maybe it’s about the  

 This action was a variation on my performance in the video, Philosophical Investigations.3

 Dance was the last of the disciplines for me to try since coming to SFU.4
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Patrick Blenkarn, Rehearsal still, 2017 (left)
Program bill from Open Studio, 2017 (right)

body?” The dancing didn’t go well in my opinion, but I took a new ten-minute piece to the 

Open Studio series at On the Boards in Seattle in April 2016. It was the first solo 

performance I had ever done. The performance score consisted of me picking up all the 

books, carrying them downstage to a pile of clothes, filling the clothes, lying with the 

clothes, masturbating the book body, humping it, and then rolling away and into a 

movement piece that had vague gestures of guts and brains spilling or being pulled from 

the (my) human body. 

 After the weekend in Seattle, I stopped with the piece, returned the library books, 

and started to make a video game about a dystopian world preoccupied with surfaces 

and a graphic novel about the history of my hometown of Ottawa’s secret obsession with 

‘curtains’.  

 This decision came, I admit, from my having grown disinterested in and apathetic 

towards participating in the production process at the School for the Contemporary Arts, 

though I clearly changed my mind—with Cole Lewis’ help. Little did I know that much of 

the experimentation proved incredibly useful when it came to deciding which kinds of 

actions to pursue once Books emerged as a project of its own. 
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Patrick Blenkarn, Notebook entry 2017.4.115

SECOND DRAFTS 

 Books—developed under the title On the concept of the book —emerged as a 6

project in itself distinctly in the summer of 2016 during rehearsals for These Violent 

Delights, the play I collaborated with Cole Lewis on, as well as five of my future devising 

collaborators. 

 I received a serendipitous phone call from a friend telling me to look up the work 

of El Conde de Torrefiel, a company based in Barcelona that had just been presented at 

Festival TransAmériques in Montreal. I found and downloaded a video of the work at 

FTA, La posibilidad que desaparece frente al paisaje (The possibility that disappears 

before a landscape), and then slowly acquired documentation of most of El Conde de 

Torrefiel’s work—in Spanish, though often surtitled in Italian, Dutch, or German. 

 I was quite taken with this company’s work, though I have never actually seen it 

live. For one, I was particularly inspired by the lack of linear action, frankness, and their 

 “Something is seriously not working in this project of mine—stalled at its ten minute book lazes and dance. 5

I know it’s because it’s not specific. It’s about all books, not a particular book. But if it is about the ‘western’ 
tradition—? That’s also too general, no? 
Let’s get specific—but what do you want to explore? Let’s talk about sex ad philosophy, about perversions 
and time—eros and erosions. 
Sexual fantasy of the history of philosophy?”

 This show had many titles after I’d let go of On the concept of the book. Looking back, each title before 6

Books attempted to refine or articulate the work to something more specific: disaster, stars, history, 
recycling, consumption, etc. They were ultimately all too literary or restricting in nature—though they will 
likely be recycled into future projects, particularly Sur le concept du livre and Le recyclage des astres.
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purposeful use of surtitling. Pablo Gisbert, the group’s lead, has discussed at length his 

interest in making performance that intersects theatre, contemporary art, and literature: 

art experiences that feel like going to a gallery. More specifically, however, much of what 

I saw in their work felt well positioned to reflect upon the concept of the book. They 

seemed to be, while asking questions of their own, interrogating a visual grammar that I 

thought to have potential for articulating something specific to the questions I had 

concerning books. Their performances, for example, are episodic and I had been musing 

upon the book as a sequential art form. Their performances also seemed to be more 

interested in offering an image or text as something that offers its contents for reading—

at times engaging an over-developed Brechtian ideal of a ‘literarized’ theatre by literally 

making an audience read for 70 minutes straight. 

 I can’t really understate the influence of this company’s work.  Their works (as 7

well as Gisbert’s book of writings, Mierda Bonita, that I later purchased in Spanish and 

very slowly translated by myself) accompanied me along the rehearsal process of 

Books, reminding me of what my personal aesthetic interests were at the time—namely 

an interest in images of action, an interest that, I only later recalled, was the subject of 

my SSHRC research scholarship upon entering SFU’s MFA program.   8

 But what is action? I too often during the process of making Books used ‘action’ 

interchangeably with ‘tasks’, ‘performance’, and ‘doing’. For the sake of this document’s 

accounts and reflections, let me suggest that action, as a term, is best restricted to 

 I consider El Conde de Torrefiel’s work to be a catalyzing force in a series of works that had become close 7

teaching materials for me, all of which I’d seen within a year prior to making Books. These other influential 
works include, Julius Caesar by Romeo Castellucci, Folk-S by Alessandro Sciarroni, and Room 2048 by 
Hong Kong Exile. Each of these works, as well as El Conde de Torrefiel’s, places significant emphasis upon 
duration (through repetition) or upon the construction of an image over time with the image’s construction as 
the principle action upon the stage.

 In that application, titled “Working with Things: Performed Representations of Working with Materials and 8

Technologies,” I made an argument for a research project into the nature of unsimulated work within 
theatrical contexts. I called this labour, “entirely real” action, following Hans-Thies Lehmann: “Theatre takes 
place as practice that is at once signifying and entirely real” (Lehmann 103). The tradition of naming this 
distinction is already robust. These types of action are referred to as non-matrixed actions in contrast to 
matrixed (Michael Kirby), unsimulated actions in contrast to simulated, indexical in contrast to iconic (based 
on Charles Sanders Peirce’s theory of signs), or “doing” in contrast to “showing doing.” This distinction, I 
believed, is at the heart of all questions regarding performance, including those pertaining to Books.
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movements within performance that effect a change. Tasks, by extension, are but one 

way that we can qualify how action unfolds. In other words, a chart might hierarchize the 

words with ‘doing’ being the most general, ‘performance’ being a context within doing, 

‘action’ within performance, and ‘task’ within action. 

Patrick Blenkarn, Preliminary sketches, 2017.

 Thinking in terms of actions and tasks led me at first to drawing images for the 

show. I tried to draw the entire show at first. Upon hundreds of small cue cards, I 

sketched and re-sketched image after image: bodies in a bookshelf; an accordionist; 

someone carrying a bookshelf; clothes filled with books. Some of these very first 

drawings survived. Many, particularly the crassest, did not make it into the final piece, 

though they were significant midwives to other sequences. 

 The text that I did write at the time, I wrote in French. I wrote many pages of text 

that I thought might find its place in juxtaposition with the action of the work. Short 

stories, anecdotes, philosophical musings, and scenarios. Early on, I originally 
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conceived the performance to be a 100% translatable show. It would be written in 

French (as Sur le concept du livre), with French and English surtitling. This choice was 

partly inspired, again, by me trying to be conscious in my choice of language within the 

piece. As the process developed, text became more and more a distraction from the 

action and the emerging body-book dynamic. It also continued to be trapped within the 

particular politics of a contemporary natural language. I ultimately replaced the 

multilingual text with Lorem ipsum, a quasi-standardized web design and publishing fill 

text , which I thought pointed the performance more clearly towards concepts of form 9

and void, as well as strengthening associations with empty/filled space, a space filled 

with books, ideas, or deities. 

 In its current form, Books is the first performance work I’ve made that is based 

upon movements and actions and features no spoken text. That may seem simple 

enough, but I consider that to be a significant shift in my artistic practice, one made 

through a number of significant risks. 

LITERARY COMPANIONS 

 Surprisingly, the amount of time I spent working with books did not put me off 

from reading them in my spare time. En route to Books, I read into various discussions 

and reflections about books themselves. I read the poetry by Edmond Jabès (who pretty 

much exclusively writes about the idea of the book in the Jewish tradition), watched films 

by Peter Greenaway (Prospero’s Books; The Pillow Book), and read books by Maurice 

 Lorem ipsum has a long history as filler text, much earlier than its use in web design, dating back to the 9

1500s. The most common variation of the text derives from a passage of Cicero’s oration on pain and 
pleasure. It reads: 

"Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit, sed do eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et 
dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut aliquip ex 
ea commodo consequat. Duis aute irure dolor in reprehenderit in voluptate velit esse cillum dolore eu fugiat 
nulla pariatur. Excepteur sint occaecat cupidatat non proident, sunt in culpa qui officia deserunt mollit anim 
id est laborum.”

Cicero’s original line reads: "Neque porro quisquam est qui dolorem ipsum quia dolor sit amet, consectetur, 
adipisci velit…”, which can be translated as, "There is no one who loves pain itself, who seeks after it and 
wants to have it, simply because it is pain…" (Lipsum)
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Blanchot (The Book to Come; The Absence of the Book; The Writing of the Disaster), 

Jalal Toufic (The Withdrawal of Tradition Past a Surpassing Disaster), Stéphane 

Mallarmé (Le Livre), Laura Marks (Enfoldment and Infinity), Jean-Luc Nancy (On the 

Commerce of Thinking; The Inoperative Community), Alberto Manguel (The History of 

Reading), as well as sections of the Bible, the Qur’an, and, finally, a strange tangent into 

literature and cinema about donkeys , and their significance to the history of labour, 10

representations of stupidity, and to the religions of the Book. 

 While I do not think the concept of the book, or books, ended up being the heart 

beat of this particular work, the specific tradition of philosophizing the concept of the 

book—a particularly strong tradition within French continental philosophy, and largely 

comprised of male writers writing lofty ideas about the objects they produce—was 

something I tried to familiarize myself with over the months of the rehearsal process and 

it did greatly influence my perception of books. 

 Much of my reading into and reflecting on books was concerned with the 

possibility of standardization or unity through the book. The book as an object itself 

struck me as being predicated upon an act of synthesis. It is serial or sequential in 

structure. Convention or experience alone tells us that a book that begins with words is 

likely to end with words or that a book that begins with a page of paper is likely to end 

with a page of paper. 

 My literature review of philosophies and theories of books found a consistent 

thread in French philosophy of conceptualizing the book in relationship to the absolute. I 

don’t have room in this statement to outline their arguments in detail, but let me point to 

some of their similarities.  

 Of all the tangents that spun from the pages of Books, the history of donkeys is by far the most bizarre, if 10

not also the one of greatest interest to me. The figure of the donkey seemed to me, at the time, capable of 
asking the same questions as Books but from an inverted position: the labour of knowledge from the 
perspective of the animal and from the ‘stupid’, as opposed to the human and the ‘intelligent’. This tangent, 
more so than any of my readings of religious materials and the histories of the Torah, Bible, and Qur’an, 
introduced religious imagery into the vocabulary of the performance. “Those who were charged with bearing 
the Torah, but did not do so, are like an ass carrying a load of books” (Qur’an 62:5)
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 Stéphane Mallarmé, inspiring many of those who came after him, conceived of a 

book simply titled, Le livre, in which all other books would be contained. For Maurice 

Blanchot, perhaps the most indebted of all to Mallarmé, the book is understood as 

“always the condition for every possibility of reading and writing.” He continues, “We 

would know nothing if there did not always exist in advance the impersonal memory of 

the book and, more essentially, the prior disposition to write and to read contained in 

every book and affirming itself only in the book. The absolute of the book, then, is the 

isolation of a possibility that claims to have originated in no other anteriority” (423). The 

‘Book’, in other words, is a kind of mobius strip with no outside or inside. It pre-dates us 

and is ever arriving in its completeness. 

 Similarly, the poet Edmond Jabès, meditates throughout his corpus upon the 

same totalizing possibility of the book as a concept. He writes, for example, in his essay, 

“The Book of Books,”  

“The mythical book which we try to copy is the book of the 
universe. It cannot be a ‘closed’ book. It must be open onto 
itself and the world. Book of the ear, of the voice, and of the 
sign. Or rather: of sign, of voice, of ear, because making a 
sound or gesture is an unconscious reference to a sign and is 
read as such by hearing or by sight. The word of God, of the 
gods, is invisible writing which we transcribe on hearing, on 
thinking we hear it. (303) 

 Each of these authors, and others, grapple with a fundamental question, that I 

think Jabès phrases succinctly in line that is neither question nor statement: “If All is in 

the book, the book, however, is not All” (303). 

 Jean-Luc Nancy’s take on this relationship was one I gravitated towards. Like 

those before him, he too seems certain that a book is not just its material (Blanchot: “the 

book as book is never simply empirical” [423]), but Nancy places slightly more emphasis 

on the material as one in motion or exchange, rather than simply in flux between being in 

its ([im]possible) totality or absence.  
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 In On the Commerce of Thinking , Nancy makes a distinction between a ‘book’ 11

on the one hand and a ‘manual’ and ‘treatise’ on the other. With reference to the latter 

two, he writes,  

Quite simply, they are means to ends located outside 
themselves, in the world of theoretical or practical action… the 
book is something else entirely. It doesn’t constitute a means 
and, concomitantly, it would be difficult to place it within the 
category of ends. For it has no end outside of itself, neither is it in 
itself the end of any operation whatsoever… It is far from being 
assimilable to the printed volume, even if it confers upon that 
volume certain of its most noteworthy values, including in, in the 
very first place, the value of Idea in itself enfolded and of itself 
unraveled by means of which we truly identify a ‘book’ when we 
use that word precisely in order to distinguish it from volume and 
from work. (5-7) 

 On the one hand, I am sympathetic to this heavily Platonic image of ‘book’ as 

primarily Idea.  Nancy’s conclusions to his essay translate, like Plato, the Idea into 12

matter. This matter, however, gives us access to the Idea and thus, drawing upon his 

thinking about community, the book by its very nature creates a commerce or community 

of idea-contemplating individuals. He writes, “It remains nevertheless that the commerce 

of our thoughts, by means of which we are kept together, however loosely or badly that 

be, relies on the circulation of a currency whose incalculable unit is named ‘book’” (46). 

 On the other hand, I disagree with Nancy’s restriction. The book as an Idea 

seems too confidently predicated upon an unclear concept of the absolute. He argues 

that “the Latin word liber has traced its modern destiny” by “changing from ‘printed book’ 

to simply ‘book’, in its absolute sense, the absolute book if not the absolute as book” (7). 

Similar to the texts that make up Appendix B of this document, a concept of the absolute 

is here engaged to explain a quality of something else, while dodging any interrogation 

 Given my emphasis on plurality in the paragraphs to come, it seems worth mentioning that Nancy’s book 11

is originally titled, Sur le commerce des pensées: Du Livre et de la librarie. Wills’ English translation grapples 
with the plural pensées, thoughts, exchanging it for plurals in the English subtitle, “Of Books and 
Bookstores.”

 Such a Platonic idea was even the subject of my own guest lecture in Peter’s Literature and Performance 12

class in July 2017, well before I had discovered Nancy’s text. Given the variability of that which is signified 
by ‘book’, the idea of book as Idea seemed almost intuitive to the first year students I spoke with.
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of itself. This absolute is variable in one direction—“kept together, however loosely or 

badly”—but not in others.  

 For example, to make the idea of the book more than its matter, Nancy must 

restrict his categories and create a restricted absolute—absolute as book but not manual 

or volume. Were the ‘book’ to participate in a concept of the absolute, must we not then, 

with a certain Spinozan flare, pursue and discover that absolute even in those objects 

that do not accord with our definitions of books? If a book is not simply a ‘printed 

volume’, but instead the very possibility of volumeness or boundedness, then the 

absolute it is said to be frays at its edges, and falls apart in the process of binding by 

becoming everything.  

 Such is my position on these philosophies of ‘books’, and this very 

democratization/fracturing of the “absolute as book”, the experience of it and working of 

it—that is, the possibility that every book contains that concept, is birthed from that 

origin, but is haunted by its dissolution and plurality, figures directly into my thinking 

about the way books, in the multiple, are pursued in Books, moving from a pursuit of all 

books to (compromising my position above) the singular book.  

 I want to make one last acknowledgement regarding my preparatory readings. 

 My values for contemporary performance were no doubt influenced by the (as yet 

to be frequently practiced in Canada) aesthetics of postdramatic theatre, much of which, 

until recently, I knew only through books. My undergraduate thesis at the University of 

King’s College, called “To Have Done With The Image of Theatre,” was, with the help of 

Hans-Thies Lehmann, Gilles Deleuze, and Jacques Derrida, a critique of the ways in 

which the conceptual images or maps we have of a discipline can police and regulate, 

as well as bestow, meaning within performative work. I spent my MFA in Interdisciplinary 

Studies largely outside the critical conversations of theatre since I aspired to read and 

make art more interdisciplinarily—as the above background history makes plain. 
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Nevertheless, I continue to be sympathetic towards the values and observations 

expressed by Lehmann in his 1999 book, Postdramatic Theatre. 
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3. DESCRIPTION OF THE WORK 

Books fall from the sky. 

Four performers create a square on the floor with the books. 

The performers perform devotional gestures upon the square. 

The performers dance and their dancing destroys the square of books. 

The performers hump, bite, and claw at the books. 

One performer throws books. 

The four performers lie on the books while numbers scroll by on the wall stopping 

intermittently. 

One performer drags a bookshelf around the stage, collecting books.  

Two other performers join the performer with the bookshelf. 

The four performers get in the bookshelf and hum. 

Three performers get out of the bookshelf; one stays inside. 

The three performers fill their clothes with books and put the ‘book bodies’ in the shelf. 

The three performers perform devotional gestures in relation to the shelf. 

The one performer in the shelf rotates. 

The three performers move the bookshelf to the other side of the stage. 

The one performer in the shelf exits the shelf and searches for a book. 

The four performers gather around a blender. 

The performers blend a book and drink it. 
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4. REFLECTION ON THE PROCESS AND THE WORK 

 Books is about the human condition—to quote a cliché. It’s a nihilistic reflection 

of a pursuit of meaning or completeness through books. That pursuit is both represented 

as religious in nature and as a sliding through images that are constructed and 

destroyed. I want people to connect the oscillating images of chaos and order with the 

images of devotion and the labour of that devotion. I try to help spectators make these 

connections by extending the duration of the images, or by simply letting the images 

unfold in more or less real time. 

 That said, I tried very hard, in creating Books, to cultivate an event in which 

multiple meanings could be derived. So despite my own interpretation above, my own 

opinion is that the author is still very dead and the truth very much continues to lie 

outside the painting—and it is these very ideas of a destabilized truth that I think are 

actually attempted to be shown in the labours of performers with the books on stage, 

particularly in the “coolness” of the relationship between human and book (Lehmann 95). 

* 

 I largely spent the process of making Books without knowing what I was doing. 

There were many firsts in this piece. To say I am still in a learning process with regards 

to work of this kind is an understatement.  

a) I had not directed a performance of this kind since 2014, and I had never 

created a production with this much support.  13

b) I had never directed something with this many production and technical 

hurdles. 

c) I had never created a piece that was non-verbal. 

 I did not make performances throughout most of my MFA because I did not feel I had the adequate 13

relationships to do so nor did I think the conditions of the SCA’s production department and technical 
facilities were accommodating to the pursuit. I also came to do to a degree in “Interdisciplinary Studies,” 
which, to me, means doing more than just performance. 
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d) I had never created a piece that originated in images and not words. 

e) I had never created a piece that was so exploratory at the level of process. 

f) I had never created a piece with substantial amounts of full body nudity. 

g) I had never worked with a projection designer, sound designer, or lighting 

designer on my own work before. 

 In my opinion, and in light of these ‘nevers’, I believe I have succeeded in making 

this work be strong in its imagery, confident in its aesthetic (mixed though it is), and 

eagerly available to interpretation. I have broken the following specific reflections down 

into four sections. 

1. Working with Books 

2. Working with Human Bodies 

3. Working with Actions 

4. Working with Relations 
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4.1 WORKING WITH BOOKS 

 I think there are two principal materials in this work: books and bodies. There is 

also a bookshelf, a blender, an extension cord, and clothing, but I think in performance 

these materials work to support the relationship between the books and the bodies. 

 I wanted to create something episodic. My drawings and preparations on endless 

cue cards confirm this. However, once in the rehearsal room with the books, things 

changed. The physical limitations of using physical books  were such that the 14

performers had to physically inherit the conditions and compositions of the previous 

scene. If we made a large pile, we could not simply cut to a blackout and easily move 

them away. In other words, scene breaks never really felt broken enough to me because 

the books could not exit. The books arrive on stage and they become a character that 

does not leave, even if the human characters should decide to change their approach 

and relationship with them, no matter how differently the humans should use them. 

 By character, I do not mean to suggest that I was thinking of the books as Jane 

Bennett and other new materialist thinkers might write of them.  On numerous 15

occasions, my feedback from my audience was that the books actually lost a sense of 

vibrancy or reverence as the show progressed, becoming flatter and less wondrous. In 

the end, they might—to an audience—simply become a bad taste in the mouth, as the 

actors drink blended pages of a book. The books’ character, rather like a large chorus, 

 All of the books were collected in batches through craigslist donors and the VGH Thrift store’s recycling 14

bin.

 In her book, Vibrant Matter, Bennett concludes with a reflection on ways of anthropomorphizing materials 15

so as to better recognize their individual roles within the ecology of the world. She writes, “If green 
materialism requires of us a more refined sensitivity to the outside-that-is-inside, then maybe a bit of 
anthropomorphizing will prove valuable. Maybe it is worth running the risks associated with 
anthropomorphizing (superstition, the divination of nature, romanticism) because it, oddly enough, works 
against anthropomorphism: a chord is struck between person and think, and I am no longer above or outside 
a nonhuman environment” (120). While I am deeply sympathetic to the project of understanding the 
economy and ecology within which books take place, Bennett’s vision was not one that I found particularly 
helpful in process for cutting actions down to their most simple and clear forms. We tried different 
experiments with more sensory-based performance methods or animating the books and I found it deeply 
boring. The performance of exploring ‘pure’ sensation seemed to separate the performers even more than 
the tasks we ended up creating the work with. The vibrancy and affects I wanted to cultivate from the books 
came from their being quite the inverse of vibrant: their deadness. That these books could have been alive 
and were not—for me—was more powerful than anything else.
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was purely a stubborn one. I think their magnitude as a collective, greater than any one 

human, or four humans, could wrestle with, was that which enabled the books to assert 

an influence upon the action and tasks that we could perform with them. 

 For me, shifting from an episodic series of images to a more seemingly linear 

flow of action (with motifs of devotion), was, philosophically, a very interesting 

recontextualization of the project, and I attribute it directly to the, admittedly unforeseen, 

effect of labouring with the books (more about that work below). What could have been a 

work dealing with how a book exists, what constitutes its form, between the actual and 

the virtual (the physical and the digital), how it is predicated on the possibility of a 

binding (all that French philosophy stuff), had become a piece, for me, about figuring out 

how to reinvent relationships with the material books, to use them in different ways. 

Through this restriction, I came to muse upon unanticipated ideas: devotion, worship, 

and the sacred. These ideas were discovered in this work along the way, more than set 

out to be explained or argued. The almost blatant religious and spiritual imagery used in 

the latest version of the work seemed to me helpful for asking some questions I had 

about the relationship between humans and books, as well as humans and knowledge. I 

included them in the end more out of curiosity than passionate argumentation.  

 Do we worship these objects?  

 To what end?  

 Are we not haunted by the possibility of their vacuity? 
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Patrick Blenkarn, Stills from Books, 2018. (above and below)
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4.2 WORKING WITH HUMAN BODIES 

 No auditions were held for Books. I chose to work with people I had recently 

worked with, who I trusted, and who I thought respected me. I knew from my early 

drawings that I wanted to explore the relationship between the nude body and the book. 

I didn’t know how they would speak to each other, but I made sure upon casting each 

performer that they would be comfortable with the possibility of being nude on stage. 

 I had never directed nude bodies, but I had long been interested in doing so. In 

Books, I was determined to find a way of removing the spectacle of the human body 

when nude on stage. For me, achieving a lack of spectacle with the bodies seemed 

consistent with the desecration of the books, and it might heighten or further a 

comparison between the ‘materials’. In the end, I decided to try to frame the bodies 

within the context of a task. In the latest version of the piece, the nudity of three of the 

performers results out of a more primary task, that of filling their clothes with books and 

putting the ‘book bodies’ in the shelf. Nudity is, in a sense, achieved incidentally. 

 The fourth performer, who stays within the shelf for much of the second half of 

Books, provided a further challenge. We had created a situation in which the three nude 

performers gathered around a blender (announcing an invitation to a kind of ritual) and 

waited for the last performer to join them. I spent much time trying to figure out with this 

last performer, Montserrat Videla, how we could have her exit the shelf and join the trio 

without 1) removing her clothes for the trio and 2) removing her clothes in a way that 

seems detached from a task, and thus, by extension, for the audience. Her action simply 

could not be incidental. In the end, I decided we had to see her make a decision to join 

the trio but after that moment, she would shift her focus internally, as though preparing 

herself for her next task (of finding a specific book to blend). I needed the bodies nude 

for this final image because, in being nude, I think we can see a clearer and stronger 

image of, for lack of better terms, a more primitive or animalistic pursuit of what the book 

had to offer—exactly what one interprets as being offered is more flexible. 
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Could my use and exploration of nudity have gone further? Yes. There is much 

that we could have done with the bodies to try to make them, for example, less youthful 

(for they were youthful) and strong. For example, the choreography of the trio after they 

place their ‘book bodies’ in the shelf is a section that I think could, if needed, be 

strengthened through either more contorted physicalization or another form of devotion 

that I can’t imagine this moment.  

However, the reasons why the bodies are not ‘touched’ is, again, in hopes that 

the body becomes ‘normalized’. The performers themselves, I had hoped, barely seem 

to notice their nudity at all. Any significance of the trio’s moment of contact while facing 

the shelf is, I think, offset by one of the performers performing an obscure, pendulum-

like, swinging arm gesture.  

Patrick Blenkarn, Still from Books, 2018.

On the subject of my directing, let me say that the process by which I worked 

with these bodies was by far the most heavy handed I’ve ever been as a director. I had 
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images I wanted to see realized in space and I asked for help to realize them. With the 

help of my peer, Linnea Gwiazda, as a choreographer, I worked through staging these 

images. I admit, I was a rusty in my directorial technique, if not totally new to directing 

this kind of wordless performance.  16

I will expand further upon the nature of the performers’ actions below in a section 

of its own. Here, on the subject of directing, let me say that tasks, particularly those that 

attempted to exhaust the performers, could only be repeated so many times within one 

rehearsal before becoming incredibly tedious for the performers. It reminded me greatly 

of my experience directing a Sondheim musical in my undergraduate degree: we always 

needed to go back to the beginning of a song and were not able to jump to the middle of 

a scene. In an attempt to use my full four-hour rehearsal blocks, I had to plan which 

tasks to do and in which order so that the moving of books was an absolute minimum. I 

frequently let the actors go before cleaning up and would stay after rehearsal cleaning 

up. The effect of such time management meant that a lot of the work was also pre-

planned outside of rehearsals and rehearsals were often my laboratories for testing 

images and actions, as opposed to spaces in which each of the performers could bring 

in their own idea for a scene.  

Like any devising process, accidents and in-the-room discoveries were 

incorporated, but they were less than common. The times that I did try to be more open 

to delegating scenes for devising I often ended up watching something that was not the 

kind of grammar of action I was pursuing. I think this was because: a) I was not entirely 

clear about the images I was pursuing and b) the performers had different grammars 

(particularly psychological ones) of their own that were habitual.  

As new images were created, I noticed the performers trying out different 

concepts for acting and performance to understand their actions. We discussed these at 

length. Is it more helpful to think of this moment where we dry hump the books from a 

 As mentioned earlier, dance is one of the artistic disciplines I have the least experience in. I regret not 16

taking opportunities to watch and listen to choreographers talk to their dancers—though that is something I 
feel confident in pursuing now.
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sense of need? Do I need those books sexually? Or is it more helpful to think of this 

moment from a sense of maintaining rhythm? Which achieves the better impression for a 

spectator? As the piece shifted from one kind of action to another, a concern of mine 

was always how to retranslate the new conditions into the different concepts that they 

best responded to as actors. All the while, however, I tried to keep everything coming 

back to a very concrete and simple task: move the books from here to there, perform this 

sequence of positions, etc. After the last performance of its run, I—and I think the 

performers too—started to see more clearly the smaller subtle movements that could be 

refined, and where their actions were eliciting consistent responses from the audiences 

(laughs, gasps, focus, distraction, etc.). 
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4.3. WORKING WITH ACTIONS 

Books is not the first time I’ve experimented with task-inflected actions, which 

often in my experience go hand in hand with duration and exhaustion. In 2016, in a 

collaboration-based class in the MFA program, my peer Julie Hammond and I created a 

short performance that featured me trying to push a piano with rusty castors across a 

stage while wearing ever-slipping socks. The performance also featured us doing wind 

sprints and chugging milk at the same time. A lot of the conversation around that 

performance between Hammond and I, as well as our theatre faculty members, was that 

exhaustion (or at least tiredness) might create more genuine or ‘authentic’ performance, 

whether by courting failure or by simply reminding the spectator of the humanity of the 

actor. Hammond and my performance was looking at the image of crying on stage: could 

we show crying, via exhaustion, without actually shedding a tear? 

Patrick Blenkarn, Still from untitled performance with Julie Hammond, 2016.

Patrick Blenkarn, Still from Books, 2018.
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This interest in task-based actions  is likely that which El Conde de Torrefiel’s 17

work reinvigorated. But a distinction is merited. In the Spanish company’s work, their 

performers, though committed fully to their actions, are not always performing ‘tasks’ in 

the sense noted above, and they rarely use exhaustion. Instead, my interpretation is that 

their choreography aims to create a sense of distance between themselves and their 

actions. Their performances are highly self-aware of constructing an image for a 

spectator and their actions are staged in such a way as to be larger than the individuals. 

That distance, I believe, comes from the demeanour of the performers. They are 

relaxed, pedestrian. They talk amongst themselves on stage. They might not even be 

actors, but just volunteers following along. The energy of the work comes from the fact 

 Prior to arriving at SFU, I spent two years outside of theatres, living in places (rural Nova Scotia and 17

Shanghai) where I had no time to rehearse with actors. The result was, on the hand, me becoming the artist 
I am today who is open to any medium and, on the other hand, a reflection on different forms of ‘theatre’ and 
‘performance’ that could happen without rehearsal. Soliloquy in English, as a text that is performed live by its 
audience, is a direct expression of that period of my practice. Looking back, I can also see how creating 
situations where people have a clear task to do within these pop-up performances has warmed me to the 
aesthetics and tones of un-rehearsed performance.

!31



that the performers know exactly what to do. For the sake of these reflections, I am 

going to call this kind of performance vulgar formalism. Highly designed compositions 

are composed by individuals in running shoes and shorts, or in mid conversation with 

each other. The performers seem comfortable in the the vulgarity despite rigorously 

adhering to a formalism. 

 That distance and vulgarity is not something I achieved in the end, for better or 

worse. My interest in a mixture of task, duration, and exhaustion gave the performance a 

different quality. I say this, because the most frequently commented upon aspects of the 

work in its development related to the performers actions: Why are they doing with the 

books what they are doing with the books? ‘Who’ are they? 

 Initially I found these questions incredibly bothersome. Thinking I was on track for 

a vulgar formalism, my responses at the time were: “the actors are performing for us a 

series of images.” “The tasks are simply choreography.” “Why would I ask them to 

pretend to need to do what they are doing?” The problem, I can say now, is that I think 

tasks and choreography announce themselves differently, even though the two are 

formally quite similar. A task has a clear goal, whereas choreography does not 

necessarily need such an identifiable goal, though it may in instances be superimposed 

upon the choreography.  

 I thought often about this distinction—using rough working definitions of terms— 

trying to find the language to describe the issue. One way of describing it might be that, 

in pursuing a task, particularly one that exhausts the performers in the process, the 

performers appear to want to do something or bring about a change—whether or not the 

actors themselves ‘feel’ such desires. Because they—the performers—can achieve 

something, the action is not solely for the audience. For example, in Books, we see relief 

in their bodies when the music changes and they shift from their positioning, or when all 

the books finally make it into the floor pattern, or when all the bloated book bodies are 

hoisted into the air.  
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For a long time in my rehearsal process, I think I ignored the way that the task—

though ‘entirely real’ labour—was also an image of desire. I tried to direct the actors to 

resist superficially representing desire on stage. I was frustrated when I needed to 

choreograph gazes—anchored to no concrete task—to make a scene work, such as the 

last section of the work as Montserrat Videla exits the shelf and joins the group around 

the blender. In order to anchor the above-mentioned undressing, I felt she needed to 

look to the others as though to accept an invitation to join them. 

With regards to the quality of action pursued in this work, I think I drifted from a 

vulgar formalism—which I would be interested in exploring further another time—

towards something else. I felt this drift acutely when, in the last weeks, I returned less to 

El Conde de Torrefiel’s work and more to that of Romeo Castellucci’s, in particular his 

works On the concept of the Face and Julius Caesar, in which, presumably, I was 

looking for examples of a more formalist or poetic form of performance and imagery to 

understand the ending I had created.  18

In sum, the aesthetic of action I ended up with was a mixture. But I don’t think a 

mixture is necessarily a bad thing. On the one hand, I think this aesthetic was a strong 

way to communicate an idea over an emotion or sensation, and it changed in order to 

  Another way to conceptualize the divide I struggle with is between a necessity of performance and the 18

performance of necessity. Let’s say that these concepts can name two kinds of actions that we witness in 
performance and, more importantly, how we evaluate the performances that we witness. 

Some performances encourage us to suspend our questions about why people are acting the way they 
are. As spectators, we judge their performance based on an inferred necessity that they the performers have 
themselves. One can imagine here certain forms of ritual as well as certain forms of performance art. The 
signifiers that these performances conjure are, I think, slightly suspended from questions of intention. 
Actions in this context are judged on the basis of their existence. It is that the performer is performing that 
we attribute all significance. 

On the other hand, performances of necessity seem to me to be performances that suspend the 
question of their ontology. These are performances, such as certain theatre performances, that do not direct 
the spectator’s thinking to the existence (or necessity) of the performance itself happening, and instead draw 
one’s eye to the ways in which the performance represents or performs (a separate) necessity.  

To adapt a Marxist distinction, the former encourages us to spectate the base of the performance while 
the latter encourages us to spectate the superstructure. Of course, neither can happen independently. Every 
performance of necessity is ‘needed’ or made to exist for a certain reason. Every necessity of performance 
also performs or represents that necessity that births it. Nevertheless, this distinction, as a working model, 
has helped me understand the ways in which we watch performance as directed witnesses. 

Applied to Books, some actions in the work, such as the building of the floor pattern, needed no 
superstructure. They were all base. Others, such as the clothes filling, needed a little more superstructure 
because they were more abstract to a degree or their task was not as obvious or they invited more 
questions about what the actors would do with the finished bodies. 
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better serve a communication of the ideas latent in the images. On the other hand, the 

effect of moving from a certain ‘vulgarity’ to a more representational structure of gazes 

struck me as offering an interesting way to see a transformation in the relationships 

being explored with the books. For me, they create a sense of becoming self-aware that 

is ironically twinned with becoming more unified in focus, gaze, and material. 
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4.4. WORKING WITH RELATIONSHIPS 

 I have retitled this section a number of times: working with meaning, with logic, 

with connections, etc. I have settled on ‘with relationships’ only because it is the 

broadest. Throughout this process, I was very aware of meaning and logic as constructs 

within performance. If X, then Y. If I want Z, how do I produce it—with A, B, or C? It is 

this relationship, a logical relationship, a relationship through which sense ‘gets made’, 

that I want to reflect on here. 

 Despite some of my earlier philosophizing about the combinative properties of 

performance —its assembling of elements (such as humans and books and lights and 19

sounds and clothes and appliances) together, however “loosely or badly”—in practice 

nothing so calculated took place in Books. It did not take place because I was not willing 

to take certain forms of logic and meaning for granted as clearer or ‘better’. To unpack 

this, let me describe two significant run-ins with ideas of relation. The first relation was 

between the books and the performers; the second was between scenes within the 

work. 

 1) I was asked by a peer after the show why the performers had, in their words, 

“no relationship with the books.” Obviously there is a relationship in the performance, but 

the presented relationship was not the kind this spectator wished to have witnessed. 

What is the relationship they wished to witness then? I think they wanted to see a 

relationship of depth and order. They would have liked to have seen, for example, the 

performers drop the books at the start and then rediscover them as waste. They wanted 

context for the destruction. Why don’t these people read them? What’s wrong? Instead, 

they received a relationship with much less warmth. To me, I think this lack of warmth 

works in Books, and is significant to the meanings the performance conjures, because it 

feels like we are witnessing people who themselves don’t know. At times, the performers 

 See Patrick Blenkarn, “D through Z: Politics in the Making,” Theatre Research in Canada. Vol. 35.3 2014.19
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seem haunted by the possible futility of their tasks. I strongly reject the notion that the 

performers’ relationship to the books and the world of the performance is characterized 

by flatness or superficiality.  20

For me, a desire for “warmth” (Lehman 95) stems from our theatrical traditions of 

the well-made play and other artistic narrative arcs in which order begets chaos, which in 

turn (usually) begets order again. These arcs, as Thomas King notes in his Massey 

Lectures on storytelling forms, are heavily indebted to the ideologies of Christian 

narratives and their presumption of a prelapsarian moment of historical perfection—in 

which “law, order, and good government” are celebrated and the world “begins in 

harmony and slides toward chaos” (King 24).  

Having been inspired both by King and a long standing interest in Nietzsche’s 

tradition of philosophy, I was very clear from the beginning that I did not want to begin 

with order. Order (or uniformity or understanding) here, like a book itself, needs to be 

constructed, and it takes time to do so. It is not a given. It is not original—nor, dare we 

say, natural. The books fall in a kind of lyrical disaster first (with a big bang), and then a 

space of worship is constructed out of its ruins, which is turn is followed by more ruins, 

and more attempts at assembling. 

2) But perhaps there was something else afoot in this peer of mine’s comments.

For, in a similar vein of questioning, I received numerous comments throughout this 

process that actions looked at times ‘as though the director told the actors to do 

something’. These were often framed negatively, but gave me pause to think about what 

kinds of actions ‘make sense’ within the context of the work I was creating. In the end, 

many of these moments that seemed ‘too directed’ were ‘solved’—so to speak—by using 

sound and lights to create moments of synchronicity or complicity between the elements 

of the piece.  

 In fact, as one composing images on stage that might prove meaningful, I sympathize with the performers 20

greatly, as they (in the world of the performance) seem to be trying to compose situations with books that 
might prove meaningful.
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Patrick Blenkarn, Still from Books, 2018.

In other words, to avoid psychological justifications of desire or need (see 

footnote 14) for an action, I used sound and lights to create a justificatory logic: “they 

moved because she stopped humming,” or “the music started because he fell down.” I 

did this at first because I had no idea what else to do. I had tried everything. The results 

of this kind of cuing seemed to work and in doing so offset the authority of the 

performance score or director to something more abstract. This kind of technical solution 

struck me as making the world of the performance more enigmatic, more like a machine 

with its own ‘internal logic’ that we are watching from the outside. In doing so, I ended up 

stitching things together formally, “however loosely or badly,” just as I had done 

conceptually with imagery of devotion. 

These kinds of moments and decisions led me to the following questions, 

none of which I find particularly helpful for getting on my feet to make a performance, 

despite being excellent questions to endlessly dwell upon:  
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1) Why do some enjoy believing autonomy exists in performance over

compliance?

2) Does a shift from one form of action to another need explanation?

3) Do the pieces or elements of a work require cohesion in order to be ‘a work’?

4) How do we define the cohesion of elements and instances of a performance?

Should we ask if they adhere? Follow? Resonate? Keep together loosely?

Keep together badly? Congeal? Maintain a sufficient amount of being-with?

Assemble? Recall? Translate? Connect?

5) If we do ‘connect the dots’, as Cole calls it, for whom do we do it?
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5. CONCLUSION 

The following summary breaks down, at a very practical level, the methods and 
practices that I felt worked well in the process and those that I want to focus on more 
keenly as I go forward. 

Practices that I want to try again in my next work: 

• Images. Starting from images and not words to better understand the 
fundamentals of stage action. In Books, images are passed through, as opposed 
to fixed or held states. The work crossfades over varying durations from image to 
image. In the future, I would also like to experiment with more tableau-based 
performance, or creating images with sharper divides between them. 

• Duration. Continuing to experiment with duration and exhaustion as a means of 
cultivating more present and grounded performances. In part, the use of duration 
in books took its lead from the materials: How long did it take to move the books? 
Or throw the books? Or fill the clothes. Once these moments were established, I 
tried to expand our use of duration to be more consistent through the piece. I think 
the duration of the images being built both made a significant intervention into 
expectations of theatrical time and created opportunities for spectators to reflect 
upon what they were seeing at more length: to read the action on stage, and then 
re-read it.  

• Nudity. I would really like to continue working with the nude body as a fact. By that 
I mean, finding ways of de-spectacle-izing the body in performance—performance 
that strips the body of virtuosity as well as clothing. Tying nudity to task and the 
incidental, I believe, is a strong method of doing so. 

• Experimenting with staging images in which humans are either completely 
absent or non-agents. The projected numbers sequence and the opening book 
drop were of great interest to me, and, at one point, formed an important mirrored 
image to each other within the structure of the work.  In the end, I think I created 21

moments for a different kind of spectating—if we can agree that spectators might 

 At one point in the piece’s endless restructuring, I wondered if the book drop and the numbers could more 21

explicitly mark a repetition. The book drop presented a deluge of books accumulating on the floor upstage 
left; the numbers featured an increasing counter in the top right corner of the upstage wall. Ultimately, the 
numbers felt too much a part of the flow of action too stand out as a new beginning, so I dropped the idea of 
drawing out this connection.
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not watch books falling or numbers scrolling in the same way that as they watch 
humans in action. 

• Stealing from video and performances that inspire me. Following Cole’s advice
and practice during These Violent Delights, I watched and analyzed many videos
of contemporary performance. I used moments and compositions from many
videos as starting material mostly. This work was immeasurably valuable in the
planning of the performance and for communicating the kind of action I was
interested in to the actors.

• Being obvious. ‘Being obvious’ was a common theme in my conversations with
Cole. Despite having a penchant for the abstract and obscure, I tried to be as clear
as possible in my images. A series of clear images does not necessarily, I have
learned, make a closed or overdetermined work.

• Co-directing. This has for a long time been something I value and seek when
making performances for theatre. Books was ostensibly the first work I directed
and conceived on my own, but in reality I owe much to Linnea Gwiazda for letting
me treat her as a co-director when she was present. (Though she was billed as a
choreographer, I prefer to just call anyone who is working with me on making
decisions the same thing.) Handing over complete control of a scene to her as a
choreographer gave me the distance I needed in the rehearsal to see what was
working and re-evaluate what I was really looking for.

Practices that I need to work on in my next work: 

• Maintaining a focus and trust in the questions at hand. I spent much of the
rehearsal process for Books in pursuit of content—or different content. I looked for
analogies, structural similarities, juxtapositions, in everything I encountered. Again,
the titles are telling: Sur le concept du livre; Sur le concept du livre et la possibilité
d’être relié; Le recyclage des astres; La decomposition des astres; The
decomposition of heavenly bodies, etc. I did not feel that books themselves could
sustain the work without some added clarification. Yes, we’re using books, but
really it’s about history. Or yes, we’re using books, but really it’s about disaster. Or
yes, we’re using books, but really it’s about donkeys. The through line of the desire
for, devotion to, and worship of books came in the last days before tech, but is
easily spotted, I think, in my notebooks as early as spring of 2017 in the form of
lust and love. (A great irony lies in the fact that I was persistently plagued by the
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thought that this piece, which so heavily borrowed from images of religious/hollow 
devotion, was purely superficial in itself—Nietzsche would laugh.) 

Patrick Blenkarn, Notebook entries 2017.2.21 (above)  and 2017.4.5 (below)22 23

• Keep track of digressions. I need to better try to channel my performers’ 
excitement about a new topic or idea into the original questions, and not many 
digressions and tangents. 

 “…you’re twenty and your lover in New York is asleep in the bed of someone else—and you know this 22

because she’s told you, and you’ve rationalized your love—by which you really mean you’ve forgotten that 
part of yourself and filled it, filled it with all these books.”

 “I fell in love with a book; met late for fucks while my then lover slept. Stayed up thumbing each others 23

[sic] orifices. I loved it for its shape, its weight, and texture. I had little care for its words, so struck was I by 
its being—that kind of love whose [name] you never want to speak so as not to accidentally utter a spell and 
conjure away what might be simple spectral. We beheld each other. And in that holding, history suspended 
itself much to its chagrin. I do not need to know of your siblings, your God or teachers. I just want you in this 
bed. Give me papercuts. My brain is my favourite orifice.”
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• Leave behind video material for a week earlier in the process. In my moments
of doubt, I returned to some of my inspiration sources and ended up turning a blind
eye to the work we were actually doing in the room.

• Keep the work a secret for longer. I thought it would be wise to have many
showings of this piece. I tried to have a small showing of as much material as we
had every Friday during the 9 week rehearsal process. On the one hand, this
helped keep me focused on cutting and collaging scenes together. On the other
hand, it didn’t give me much time to let the work breathe. If anything, I should not
have solicited feedback until week five, as I myself was unsure what I was after
until then (if not much later).

• Involve a stage manager earlier. While I do not feel I needed one during the
actual rehearsals, other than for help cleaning up every night, the lack of an extra
organizational body was strongly felt until Ian McFarlane stepped in as technical
director at the beginning of December 2017.

• Consider not running the projection and sound for your own performances.
Obviously, I found it difficult to keep directing in those last days leading up to the
opening given my focus on making the projection and sound run accordingly. I
made a significant change (or return) to pacing in the body building sequence after
opening night thanks to comments from Peter about how the scene had
quickened. I had been so focused on the glitches and hiccups with the tech I
hadn’t even really noticed the impact of the shift on the overall arc of the work.

• Sleep more
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Appendix B: Tangos

[Note: That the following writings, each titled either Tango or Rest, have been bound is 
antithetical to their very creation. These texts have no intrinsic order and should not be 
read linearly. Alas, however, such is the way of the book: it binds.] 
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TANGO/∃ 

“‘Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings,’ said LeGuin. It’s the 

hardest and the best work we could ever do. Now, everything depends on it.” (Solnit 

207) 

* 

 Everything is important today. In the waves of rhetoric building around climate 

justice, I have discovered the word ‘everything’ again and again. What is at stake in the 

climate fight, Rebecca Solnit argues in the revised edition of her book, Hope in the Dark, 

is “everyone’s everywhere and everything” (205). This claim comes in the context of 

Solnit imagining what the children of the future will think of the generation who did 

nothing to stop our climate’s destruction. She goes on: “[The children of the future] will 

think the newspapers should have had a gigantic black box above the fold of the front 

page every day saying ‘Here are some stories about other things, BUT CLIMATE IS 

STILL THE BIGGEST STORY OF ALL’” (205).   

 Climate, here, is the story that is greater than we can think, and Solnit 

acknowledges this limit to thinking explicitly. She writes, “So many people don’t grasp 

what we’re up against, because they don’t think about Earth and its systems much or 

they don’t grasp the delicate, intricate reciprocities and counterbalances that keep it all 

running as well as it has since the last ice age ended and an abundant, calm Earth 

emerged. It’s not real or vivid or visceral or even visible for most of us” (199-200). 

 Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything plays the same game. While for the most 

part Klein uses the word ‘everything’ as an emphasizer (saying “everything from x to y” 

needs to change or is being attacked by neoliberal capitalism), she uses the idea of 

‘everything’ in her title and at key points in her book. In these instances, ‘everything’ 

takes the form of a rhetorical strategy to try to communicate the vast ways in which the 

fight against climate change will require the transformation of much, if not all, of our 

ways of living. She writes in her introduction: “Because the thing about a crisis this big, 
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this all-encompassing, is that it changes everything. It changes what we can do, what we 

can hope for, what we can demand from ourselves and our leaders. It means there is a 

whole lot of stuff that we have been told is inevitable that simply cannot stand. And it 

means that a whole lot of stuff we have been told is impossible has to start happening 

right away” (This Changes Everything 28). 

Is there more going on here with these uses of ‘everything’ than simply rhetorical 

shock value (though it is that for sure)? Even if it is just a buzzword, I think it is worth 

speculating about what ‘everything’ means or could mean, as an idea, in the greater 

scheme of climate justice. 

Firstly, with ‘everything’, Klein and Solnit and others, are seizing an opportunity to 

name something. In doing so, they remap or articulate the scale on which they want their 

concepts and journalism to engage with. We are not simply speaking of tar sands, we 

are speaking of everything. We are not simply speaking of rising sea levels in major 

cities like Boston, Vancouver, and Shanghai, we are speaking of everything. We are not 

simply speaking of Earth, we are speaking of everything. Therefore, on the one hand, 

one might say ‘everything’ is being used quite pragmatically to point the reader towards 

a sense of global citizenry—a “global coalition” against climate change as Solnit 

suggests, as well as the even greater ‘everything’ of being part of the earth’s ecosystem 

(Solnit 198). As Solnit writes: “You are not just what you personally do or do not 

consume but part of a greater problem if you are a citizen of a country that is a major 

carbon emitter” (206). The word ‘everything’ attempts to take on the form of a mirror 

through which people are able to see themselves within an image of a radically 

interconnected world. Everyone can feel included in ‘everything’. Klein, too, in the last 

paragraphs of her own book, emphasizes the importance of seeing ourselves as part of 

networks in the fight against climate change to come. She sees a great optimism in the 

fact that today, thanks to social media, people are “significantly less isolated than many 

of [them] were even a decade ago” (466). 
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 On the other hand, to return to the difficulty Solnit refers to of grasping the 

intricacies, the strange thing about ‘everything’, when used in the unrestricted sense of ‘it 

changes everything’, is that it also obscures these intricacies. As an idea, though it 

contains the words ‘every’ and ‘thing’, ‘everything’ denies us some aspect of countability. 

Within ‘everything’, every thing collapses and distinctions become more difficult to 

discern. We become unable to judge the extent to which terms might apply and 

‘everything’—as an idea—no longer seems to stand up as a strong piece of evidence to 

justify action. One cannot argue, after all, “because ‘everything’” without some ensuing 

elaboration. 

 But I think Klein, in particular, uses this rhetorical opacity to her favour. As an 

umbrella term, ‘everything’ allows her to gather distinct scientific observations within one 

frame: everything is being ruined but specifically the lands of the Niger Delta are being 

poisoned from constant oil spilling (264) and people in China are getting sick from the air 

pollution caused by their coal industry (302). At the same time, this frame of ‘everything’ 

is so expansive that these gathered observations immediately take on the form of an 

index to something greater, something that is always deferred outside of a given context 

but still within the frame.  

 Moreover, I think we are made to feel this frame more than conceive it, as good 

rhetoric is ought to provoke. This Changes Everything could not detail every thing that 

has been attacked by corporate capitalism. However, by framing her project on the 

precipice of ‘everything’, Klein gives the reader the feeling of peering through a looking-

glass to a space beyond the book’s limited set of investigations. We feel like we 

understand the weight of everything by the end of the book though we still know 

relatively little. 

 The nature of that beyond then becomes what is so important about the term. 

When we think capitalism is waging a war against ‘everything’, we find ourselves 

positioned within a perspective that assumes being able to grasp capitalism as limited 
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and containable. As such, ‘everything’ demands that those of us who fight in its name 

against capitalism, no matter the size of our established networks or how partially blind 

we are by our ideas, are fuelled by a sense that there is a part of ‘everything’ that is not 

capitalism—the hope, as Solnit might say, in the dark. 
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REST/a history of umbrellas 

* 

The first umbrellas were not umbrellas at all. They were the branches of trees under 

which creatures could hide from the harsh sun or strong rains of early Earth. 

* 

The second umbrellas were really the first umbrellas, but still they were not umbrellas at 

all. They were sunshades made of palm leaves fixed to sticks and used for royalty and 

nobles in ancient Egypt. 

* 

The third umbrellas were really the first umbrellas made to shade a person from both 

sun and water. They were made in China in the 11th century BCE and they were made 

from silk. Some had many layers to show the class of those sheltered. They, too, were 

used upon royalty. 

* 

The fourth umbrellas were in Greece and Rome. They were, some say, the first to be 

used by women and were thus judged as effeminate objects. 

* 

The fifth umbrellas looked much like the first umbrellas, for umbrellas disappeared in 

Europe for almost 1000 years. 

* 

The sixth umbrellas resumed the evolution of the umbrella. They looked much like the 

fourth umbrellas and used materials from the third umbrella. They were very popular in 

the Renaissance among noble women. They could also easily open and close. 

* 

The seventh through ninth umbrellas were spread all across Europe. They were still 

associated with women until a mid-18th century Englishman named Jonas Hanway 

decided to carry one at all times. 
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* 

The tenth umbrellas were made in the early 1800s. They were heavier and stronger than 

all the umbrellas that came before them. 

* 

The eleventh umbrellas were created in the 1920s in the form of the pocket umbrella. 

For the first time in the umbrella’s history, everyone could have an umbrella.  

* 

The twelfth umbrellas, modern folding umbrellas, were created in 1969. These umbrellas 

also had a lot of logos for corporations on them so that the umbrella became an 

advertisement. 

* 

Today, the majority of the world’s umbrellas, though featuring varying designs, are made 

in China and largely made from the same materials: fibreglass, plastics, nylon, steel and 

other metals. 
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TANGO/0 

 In her lecture "Women Dissolved or Defended? The Naming Debate in 

Reproductive Freedom" delivered at Brown University, Wendy Brown, aware of the 

polemical nature of her argument, critiques political strategies that are grounded in a 

sense of radical equality. The context of her discussion, as evident in her title, is the 

tension between pro-choice organizations, such as Planned Parenthood and NARAL, 

and trans activists. The tension, she describes, is that trans activists have requested 

reproductive health organizations to change their mission statements to be trans-

inclusive and to campaign not solely for women’s reproductive health. These 

organizations, reports Brown, have said no to the demands. They have said no in order 

to maintain their positions in a society undergoing a backlash against women’s 

reproductive rights by American men. Changing their mandate to be for all people’s 

reproductive rights would, Brown recounts, ultimately allow these organizations to be 

infiltrated by those wanting to take control of other individuals’ reproductive rights. 

 After reviewing a varied history of feminist and gender politics leading up to this 

clash of naming and political identities, Brown finds that “it is not clear that trans 

subordination to gender binaries on the one hand and women’s subordination due to 

reproductive needs and labour on the other” can be “assimilated or reconciled.” The 

approach to political emancipation that assumes the possibility of assimilation is, in her 

words, thinking of “politics on a theological model.” As she says: “Though God [in this 

model] is replaced as a unified system or oppressive power… still what we’re imagining 

is something monothetic, total, complete.” 

 In such a theological model, Brown argues, one assumes that all of the struggles 

experienced by people under various oppressive power structures could be emancipated 

through the emancipation of one particular class. That particular class is often the class 

claiming the most disadvantaged position, and, in the context of this debate, trans 

activists are positioning themselves as such. For Brown, their inability to recognize the 
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need for the name of ‘woman’ to be attached to reproductive health rights suggests that 

the activists see women’s struggle for those health rights as able to be met through the 

fulfillment of trans-specific needs. Trans needs are thus formulated implicitly as equal to 

and greater than women’s needs. This approach to grounding politics in the identities 

experiencing the most pain, Brown contends, “rarely leads to a useful framework or 

strategy for political transformation.” Instead, it leads more often to redistributing that 

pain and powerlessness “without resolving or addressing it.” 

 The central question in her talk is then: “Why is it so difficult [particularly in left 

and right politics] to live with disunified political life, to not connect all the dots?” 

 The provisional answer she offers is in the form of a reflection on what we mean 

by politics and its relation to theory. The difficulty, she suggests, particularly in our age of 

gender and feminist studies, lies in the domain of politics being distinct from theory. 

Following Stuart Hall, she argues that while theory opens up and makes meanings slide

—inspiring activism and institutional critique, politics has historically been conditioned by 

bids for hegemony over meaning. Our politics, in other words, is still an Enlightenment-

style politics that demands “logical entailments, the consistency of moral categories, and 

line drawing…” That we continue to see campaigns driven to cover every wrong is a 

testament to the persistence of this style of politics even within radically left movements. 

The irony, for her, is that so many of the politically left movements trying to address 

‘every wrong’ would predicate their pain, in part, upon the sweeping and hegemonic 

forms of politics that believe every wrong can be addressed. 

 To go forward, Brown wants us to be able to think “the possibility of political and 

strategic incommensurability that neither adds up to hostility nor to coalition.” We need, 

in other words, to move away from a “politics of theoretical perfection,” of radical closure, 

and towards one of incommensurability, of radical openness. For Brown, “unless we can 

think that thought we cannot escape thinking in terms of who gets the limelight or who 
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gets who or whose naming or political project comprises whom”—and the inevitable 

conflict arising from these conceptual circumstances.  

 As I understand Brown, the politics we would escape towards is not freed from a 

sense of theology beneath its skin, insofar as we understand a theology to be defined 

more by the formal quality of absolutism than simply whether something is open or 

closed. This is not at all to say they are the same thing: after all, Brown is suggesting a 

clear inversion of these terms to help us amicably keep political identities with separate 

histories and struggles apart rather than oppressively collapse them and subject them to 

hierarchy. Nevertheless, this provisional solution still requires some unthinkable self-

consistent force that motivates political action. Brown harbours a hope, I think, that 

perfect incommensurability, a radical difference, might be a political force as motivating 

or grounding as perfect closure, or radical sameness. Such incommensurability does not 

overturn a politics predicated on having hegemony over meaning. Instead, Brown seems 

to think that this might be one way a practice of theory, one that rigorously contextualizes 

polyvalent histories without trying to “resolve the impasse,” can actually contribute to our 

political landscapes. 

 In short, we see in this lecture Brown courting the idea of the incommensurable 

in order to keep histories both alive and strategically separate. She aims to direct our 

attention to the work of specific actions and movements—what does Planned 

Parenthood do? and how does a name (woman) help them do it?—and to remind us that 

a compromised or incommensurable set of projects in theory does not entail an 

ineffective or impossible project at the level of politics.  
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TANGO/א 

“…having never loved anything but the impossible…” (Circumfession 3) 

*

 In The Gift of Death, Derrida sets out to grapple with the question: “On what 

condition is responsibility possible?” (51). His project is thus one of trying to 

conceptualize ethics and think how ethics can take place in the world. In this tango, I 

want to emphasize two things: 1) the way that Derrida uses a conception of the absolute 

other, or God, in order to produce his understanding of ethics as a network without a 

centre; and 2) the character of the absolute other that we perceive through this ethical 

network. 

 While Derrida situates much of his discussion in The Gift of Death between 

Christian, Jewish, and Islamic traditions, particularly around the image of Abraham, I 

think his use of the term the ‘absolute other’ instead of God, at least in much of the book, 

aims to express a version of the divine being that is not more or less of one tradition. His 

position on the absolute other is simply that it must be radically unknowable and 

expressed in everything. Derrida refines this position through the maxim “tout autre est 

tout autre”—in David Wills’ translation, “every other is every (bit) other.” (The first ‘tout’ is 

an adjective; the second is an adverb: one is countable to infinity, the other denotes the 

unqualifiable.)  

 Through the word play contained within this phrase, Derrida enables us to hold 

within one thought the way in which the absolute other figures as a necessary and 

defining trait in every single living thing, “human or not.” The implications of installing the 

absolute in every other are numerous. Firstly, Derrida rejects an ethical system in which 

responsibility is determined by single exchanges of debt. For him, the foundations of 

ethics cannot be predicated on debt because debt is precisely that which allows one to 

turn away from some others in need and privilege other specific individuals. For this 
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reason, he claims: “In order to fulfill my duty towards God himself, I must not act out of 

duty” (64). No “irreducible singularity” or other is more or less other than any other other. 

 Derrida is fully aware of the impossibility of this charge to respond fully and 

equally to every other without entering into economies of ‘duty’. This impossibility thus 

entails that all actions that we might deem to be responsible are predicated on acts of 

sacrifice. That is to say, every responsible act toward one other is necessarily a turning 

away from, or a sacrificing of, another other. As Derrida writes, “I cannot respond to the 

call, the request, the obligation, or even the love of another without sacrificing the other 

other, the other others” (69). This notion of sacrifice, so central to this ethical network, is 

only possible on the basis of Derrida’s working through the concept of the absolute 

other. However, I want to emphasize that Derrida is not entertaining these ideas of the 

impossible in a vacuum of philosophical speculation. Instead, he is thinking quite 

concretely about how to process the global events at the time of his writing in 1988. I 

quote Derrida’s position on sacrifice in full:  

 the smooth functioning of such a society, the monotonous 
complacency of its discourses on morality, politics, and the law , 
and the exercise of its rights (whether public; private, national or 
international), are in no way impaired by the fact that, because of 
the structure of the laws of the market that society has instituted 
and controls, because of the mechanisms of external debt and 
other similar inequities, that same ‘society’ puts to death or (but 
failing to help someone in distress accounts for only a minor 
difference) allows to die of hunger and disease tens of millions of 
children (those neighbors or fellow humans that ethics or the dis 
course of the rights of man refer to) without any moral or legal 
tribunal ever being considered competent to judge such a 
sacrifice, the sacrifice of others to avoid being sacrificed oneself. 
Not only is it true that such a society participates in this 
incalculable sacrifice, it actually organizes it. The smooth 
functioning of its economic, political, and legal affairs, the smooth 
functioning of its moral discourse and god conscience 
presupposes the permanent operation of this sacrifice. And such 
a sacrifice is not even invisible, for from time to time television 
shows us, while keeping them at a distance, a series of 
intolerable images, and a few voices are raised to bring it all to 
our attention. (86) 

 Derrida takes this problem of a sacrificial economy a step further by reminding us 

that even the one acting responsible, responding to the call of the other, is not exempt 
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from the position of being an absolute other to someone else. That is to say, the absolute 

other marks each of us, including our selves, at all times. It is that which, in Derrida’s 

view, makes oneself radically different from another. But what becomes of interest to 

Derrida, following Kierkegaard, is that the alterity of God, the God “that is in me,” means 

that that which makes me radically and irreducibly me—not to mention worth caring for 

in the eyes of others—is a secret even to me (108). My radical singularity does not 

belong to me insofar as I do not even know what it is. This secret, he argues, thus 

causes the very identity of the ‘I’ to “tremble” and fall apart at the same time that that ‘I’ 

attempts to assert its individuality through responsible action (59). 

* 

 There are two more points I want to emphasize here with regards to how we 

perceive the absolute other’s role within The Gift of Death. First, to reiterate, we should 

not reduce the ‘absolute other’ to the respective Jewish, Christian, and Islamic 

figurations of God that Derrida also discusses in his book. While Derrida does 

acknowledge that the terms may be interchangeable, these Gods, with their respective 

dispositions presented in religious texts, are not fundamental to his ethical project, 

though they clearly start to manipulate and shift the terms in different directions through 

the various versions of Abraham/Ibrahim’s sacrifice. As I see it, the absolute other sits 

somewhere between them as an articulation of the common ground that they all share.  

 But being ‘between’ does not entail that Derrida’s absolute other has no 

‘character’ or disposition of its own. As we encounter it in the development of Derrida’s 

ethical network, the absolute other—which is radically unknowable, neither present nor 

absent— is marked with the specific qualities of being something wounded, something 

secret, and something with the power to destroy. It is that which is always sacrificed or 

wounded by any given act; it is that which is radically unknowable despite its absolute 

presence in (or marking upon) all others (i.e. everything); and, by virtue of this 

unknowability, it is that which is always dismantling the subjectivity of the identities of 
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both others and the self. These may seem quite self-evident for ‘God’, but, insofar as a 

God, or the absolute other, is absolute (if not infinite and unknowable), these positions 

do significant work to shape God’s image. 

 So why does Derrida dance with the absolute other? Despite the seemingly 

paralyzing scale of the ethical injunctions that Derrida conjures with ‘tout autre est tout 

autre’, I think his project in The Gift of Death, and it is repeated elsewhere as well, 

seems committed to developing a foundational language that can help us think and work 

through events of sacrifice—the world of sacrifices. It might seem strange to consider 

Derrida to be a pragmatist, particularly when so much of The Gift of Death aims to tear 

down the wall between the ethical and the religious, and yet to consider what Derrida is 

putting forward here as a practice, a practice of continually identifying absolutes 

(emphasis on the plural) in any given context, one would seem to be required to turn 

towards precisely that which is immediately before one’s eyes (humans and animals and 

otherwise) as well as that which is invisible (whether mystical or simply on the other side 

of the planet). Only an absolute other formulated in the terms above enables his 

particular conception, then, of a responsibility that can be practiced, if not constantly 

reinvented and broken, beyond law, space, and time.  

 The lengthy citation above continues:  

 We are not even talking about wars, the less recent or most 
recent ones, in which cases one can wait an eternity for morality 
or international law (whether violated with impunity or invoked 
hypocritically) to determine with any degree of certainty who is 
responsible or guilty for the hundreds of thousands of victims 
who are sacrificed for what or whom one knows not, countless 
victims, each of whose singularity becomes each time infinitely 
singular, every other (one) being every (bit) other, whether they 
be victims of the Iraqi state or victims of the international coalition 
that accuses the latter of not respecting the law. For in the 
discourses that dominate during such wars, it is rigorously 
impossible, on one side and the other, to discern the religious 
from the moral, the legal from the political. (86-87) 
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REST/notes on a zoo for ideas 

* 

The zoo housed animals until all of the animals died. Rather than demolish the site, the 

then owner of the zoo began to fit the former pens with ideas. Since then, the pens have 

shrunk to more economical sizes (ranging from 1ft3 to 3ft3) and the collection has grown 

exponentially. The zoo is likely infinite but it is open only from 10am until 6pm, so no-one 

has ever been able to explore it fully. Nevertheless, some thousands of ideas can be 

viewed in one visit alone. 

* 

Occasionally, zookeepers hold demonstrations to show visitors ideas in their more 

natural states. Ideas such as Freud’s Ego, Id, and Superego are still very popular and 

put on a good show every Tuesday to an often appreciative, though increasingly greying 

audience. 

* 

Today, in the zoo for ideas, one finds the pens sorted into distinct habitats to help 

organize one’s visit. There is a habitat for ideas from ancient Greece wherein the 1ft x 1ft 

pens are housed in miniature replicas of architectural masterpieces from the Classical 

era. There is a habitat for ideas about Japanese storytelling forms wherein one can view 

in an ornate and colourful display all the forms of manga, featuring harem, yaoi, yuri, 

shuoji ji, shonen ai, hentai, ecchi, and many more. There is also a habitat for ‘traditional 

beliefs’ that is currently under construction and set to re-open in the years to come. 

* 

One of the most popular of habitats is that of “Universals,” located approximately 300m 

east of the zoo’s entrance. There, one can see from a safe enclosure a variety of 

species of ideas that express, each in their own way, ‘everything’. These particular 

specimens, though at first appearing soft and able to give one the hug one has always 

wanted, or at the least the experience of lying on a pillow-top bed the size of the 
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universe, are required to be kept in separate pens at all time due to their overwhelming 

brute strength and sharp personalities. This is both for the safety and preservation of the 

specimens themselves, as well as the safety of the zoo’s guests. 

* 

A zookeeper recounts: “That once we had communism over there get involved with 

neoliberalism over there when we wasn’t looking , ‘cuz neoliberalism had just come right, 

and no one really knew how it was gonna be, and well that led to all kinds of bad times 

for us here at the zoo. Took us a long time to get them apart ‘cuz their grip on each other 

was so strong.” 

* 

The zoo for ideas is always expanding because it is has recently been taken over by a 

former franchiser.  

The franchiser: “I think all people should get to go to the zoo and see the ideas. All the 

ideas. We have some ideas here that nowhere else in the world has.” 

* 

The zoo was criticized in a blogpost in the early 2010s for keeping a number of ideas in 

spaces with poor ventilation. The zoo’s spokespersons said it was a mistake and that 

they were working hard to better the conditions for all of their specimens. These 

comments prompted further online criticism when Holocaust survivors wanted to know 

why the zoo had still not dismantled its Nazism habitat, or at least moved it farther from 

there zoo’s entrance. The zoo’s spokespersons said it was a mistake and that they were 

working hard to better the experience for all of their guests. 
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TANGO/α 
 A frequent image: that of the ship Argo (luminous and white), 

each piece of which the Argonauts gradually replaced, so that 
they ended with an entirely new ship, without having to alter 
either its name or its form. This ship Argo is highly useful: it 
affords the allegory of an eminently structural object, created not 
by genius, inspiration, determination, evolution, but by two 
modest actions (which cannot be caught up in any mystique of 
creation): substitution (one part replaces another, as in a 
paradigm) and nomination (the name is in no way linked to the 
stability of the parts): by dint of combinations made within one 
and the same name, nothing is left of the origin: Argo is an object 
with no other cause than its name, with no other identity than its 
form. (Barthes 46) 

 I think there is a tension in this allegory between nomination and form. The Argo 

is ‘caused’ by nothing but its name, even though that name “is in no way linked to the 

stability of the parts.” Naming makes the ship distinct from the water and sky and, as I 

will come back to later, the Argonauts. And yet, the identity of the ship seems to be 

conceivable as an invisible system that is but denoted by the name. In other words, the 

name functions as a substitutable object like any other. When Barthes first introduces 

the allegory in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, that which appears to be so “highly 

useful” about it is that it allows us to understand how “the system prevails over the very 

being of objects” (46, my emphasis). That is, structure, and its stability, “is in no way 

linked” to the “very being” of the objects themselves. 

 In The Argonauts, Maggie Nelson subtly ponders this notion of the Argo in the 

context of her relationship with artist Harry Dodge. They are the Argonauts working upon 

and transforming their relationship. She traces throughout her book their various homes, 

cities, and conflicts inspired by Barthes’ framework. She writes, “Barthes describes how 

the subject who utters the phrase ‘I love you’ is like ‘the Argonaut renewing his ship 

during its voyage without changing its name’… meaning must be renewed by each use, 

!61



as ‘the task of love and language is to give to one and the same phrase inflections which 

will be forever new’” (Nelson 5).  24

 At the same time, I think Nelson is also exploring in her book the ways in which 

the individual bodies of Harry Dodge and herself are Argos in their own right. The book’s 

central narratives concern Dodge’s transitioning with testosterone and Nelson’s 

pregnancy. In their respective story lines, Nelson balances her considerations between 

substitution and nomination. She reflects upon organs shifting, hormones, and 

excrement, as well as the limitations of language around gender fluid identities and the 

experience of picking names. 

 What I find so compelling about Nelson’s playing with the term, though the 

playing is subtle, is that she brings out an emphasis on the Argonauts’ labour of 

transformation. By virtue of her book’s blend of memoir and critical theory (a form clearly 

practice by Barthes himself in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes), Nelson catalogues 

her frustrations and fights and desires, as well as the mental gymnastics she employs to 

make sense of it all. We get a picture, in other words, of an Argonaut at work.  

 Later in Barthes’ book, Barthes seems to come around to a love for, or at least 

recognition of, this kind of labour himself. Reflecting on when he will know that his book 

will be complete, he writes: “I could keep the book a very long time, by gradually 

changing each of its fragments” (164).  But how do we understand this labour of 25

substitution in the context of nomination and form? Such a question demands that we 

have a better understanding of the position of the Argonauts—and yet Barthes says little 

 “Like the Argonaut renewing his ship during its voyage without changing its name, the subject in love will 24

perform a long task through the course of one and the same exclamation, gradually dialecticizing the original 
demand though without ever dimming the incandescence of its initial address, considering that the very task 
of love and of language is to give to one and the same phrase inflections which will be forever new, thereby 
creating an unheard- of speech in which the sign's form is repeated but never is signified; in which the 
speaker and the lover finally triumph over the dreadful reduction which language (and psychoanalytic 
science) transmit to all our affects.” (Barthes 114)

 I have never been a lover of writing the same book. I think, more often, I desire to finish a book to explore 25

a new territory—only to find that I have never left the port. Hence my spirited concept behind this collection 
of writings.
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of them. How do the Argonauts themselves fit within the structure presented within the 

allegory? 

 Following the threads that Nelson is picking up on in her work, we might be 

inspired to psychologize the Argonauts, to ask why the Argonaut might continue to 

replace the ship, or continue to write the book, or tell their lover they love them. Is the 

boat really needing repairs or do they feel bound to some innate creative midwifery? We 

might also consider the Argonauts to be a substitutable piece of the Argo like any other. 

In doing so, however, Barthes’ ship seems to transform into a neoliberal cargo ship 

whose workers, with their ‘flexible contracts’, are easily replaceable every time the ship 

docks, if not worthy of being thrown overboard en route. 

 Let us agree that the structure articulated in this metaphor is maintained by 

action, by Argonauts, whatever they are, and even if the Argonauts themselves are 

replaceable. What can we say of these actions? Based on the information Barthes 

provides us in the allegory, the actions of the Argonauts would necessarily seem limited 

by their knowledge of the set of components deemed, via nomination, Argo. In other 

words, the components, that, for them, are changeable, might only be those they 

understand to be participating in or disclosed by the formal identity of the ship; that is, 

they are only thinkable on the basis of them having been present during the christening 

of the Argo.  

 To play out this scenario further, let us speculate that the sailors are told upon 

their hiring by Jason that the Argo is, as Barthes says, “luminous and white.” When they 

first board the ship, they bring to the vessel this assumption. Depending on the size of 

our allegorical ship, each given sailor would not necessarily have been shown every 

single piece of the Argo, so it is possible that upon working to replace the parts of the 

Argo a sailor might find themselves working on a part of the structure they simply 

assumed themselves to know in detail, but are discovering for the first time. (This 
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discovery, I think, might be akin to exploring a crawl space in one’s childhood home after 

fifteen years of living there.) 

 To go further: is it possible that, in this discovering of that which the Argonauts 

assumed themselves to know, a part of the ship could go unchanged, unreplaced? And 

is possible that this lack of change might not contradict the boastful and proud Argonauts 

as they celebrate having changed “each piece” en route? For example, if the Argo was 

purely understood by its crew as the “Argo (luminous and white),” a piece might simply 

be overlooked by virtue of its not fitting the structural identity—“luminous and white.” 

Boats, after all, easily get dirty with algae in the open sea sun. Some parts may have 

been ‘shiny and green’. 

 Or, to take another tact, one more extravagant: maybe the Argonauts really 

cannot think beyond the structure and its name. If nomination (and language at large) is 

to play a significant role in determining the invisible structure and its ability to position 

components (this being the inverse of my query above wherein structure seems more 

determining regardless of the name), then one might be led to believe that if Jason, hot 

with lust, were to change the name of the Argo to the Creusa, the ship itself might 

immediately appear otherwise. A mast or bucket or even second golden fleece that had 

hitherto been invisible might suddenly appear to the sailors—its invisibility having been 

predicated upon the new component’s being brought on board shortly after the 

christening of the ship: “Argo (luminous and white).”

* 

 —Has this tango gotten carried away? 

 What does all this have to do with thoughts that are greater than can be thought 

or ideas of that which is all pervading? For one, I think Barthes’ version of the Argo, is an 

allegory of mythic, if not universal, proportions. As an allegory, it is not limited to 

comparing, as Barthes does at one point, ‘identical’ offices in different cities. At its 

surface, the allegory clearly asserts the ability of a structure (of a size undetermined—is 
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the universe not potentially an Argo?) to remain the same despite ‘substitution’ being 

one of its key qualities. Barthes seems to take some pleasure in the way the terms are 

balanced between the changeable and the unchangeable. Change and fixity figure as 

co-determining, even though that which is fixed does not seem to have a clear route 

towards being able to change into something else that can also be understood as fixed. 

The terms always seem to meet halfway in order for the Argo to be able to remain the 

same. 

But why this balance? Is it not a way to avoid more complicated questions 

around the “structurality of structure”? Such as, how many times must the Argonauts 

rebuild the ship before it becomes a submarine (cloudy and dark)? 
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TANGO/一 

End of Evangelion is a 1997 film by Hideaki Anno remaking the last two episodes 

of Anno’s 1995 TV series Neon Genesis Evangelion. In the film, the characters we’ve 

grown to love over the previous 24 episodes of the anime—those characters who have 

not already died by other causes—are shown to dissolve into a primordial soup begun 

by the alien technology at the centre of the film’s plot. This is the ultimate climax of the 

series and an event foreshadowed in the series’ very title: ‘Neon’ ‘Genesis’, a new 

beginning. 

The plot is complex—to say the least. It is a story about children who have 

been hired to pilot machines to defend Tokyo against beings called Angels. These 

Angels have been spawned from an original Angel, named Adam, who exists now in an 

embryonic state after being discovered in Antarctica. The contact with Adam upon its 

discovery occurred fifteen years before the series begins and caused a global 

catastrophe referred to as the Second Impact. The series tells the story of various 

agencies intent on initiating a Third Impact that would return all life back to a primordial 

soup. As one learns along the way, the triggering of this apocalyptic event requires that 

an Angel reconnect with its progenitor—hence the persistent attack of the Angels as they 

try to reach the Adam-Angel presumed to be held in Tokyo by one of the secret 

organizations. In the end of the series, it is revealed that a second primary Angel exists, 

named Lilith, and this Angel is the progenitor of the human race. The contact between 

the protagonists and the Lilith-Angel initiates the Third Impact in the last sequence of the 

film. 

At a more character-based level, the series follows one of the child-pilots, 

Shinji, the son of the head of one of the secret organizations. Throughout the series, 

Shinji is crippled by loneliness, despair, and self-hatred due to all the pain he causes for 

those around him. In the last moments of End of Evangelion, Shinji, having wished for 

most of the series to be alone and in a world without pain, is consumed by the primordial 
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soup. However, his decision to choose an individuated life over one of no distinction, one 

full of pain and the possibility of joy over one with no feeling at all, disrupts the 

homogenizing process and he wakes, along with another of the young pilots, on a post-

apocalyptic beach.

 What strikes me most about this final sequence, from the moment of 

dissolution and into the film’s final scene on the beach, is its emphasis on touching, and 

the way the film uses its form to express a state of absolute homogeneity. 

 We witness the homogenization of all things at both macro- and microcosmic 

levels. For instance, treading the line between spectacular beauty and spectacular 

disaster, Anno presents an image of the world as its matter dissolves. In this scene, we 

see, from a distant perspective, a wave of red wash over the planet. This wave is 

accompanied by screams and the love ballad pop song that scores the entire 

homogenization process. As the wave and screams pass around the globe, small 

glittering crucifixes sprout, shimmering on the Earth’s surface. At the microcosmic level, 

the dissolution of identity is similarly represented as beautiful and horrifically painful. In 

the moment of dissolution, characters appear to be visited and touched by a spirit in the 

form of lovers or friends. At the touch of a hand, a kiss on the lips, or embrace, we see 

the characters melt or violently explode.  

This kind of bodily experience is nothing new. The materiality of a body 

crossing thresholds plays a significant role in the series overall as a visual motif. We 

frequently see one body entering into another’s body, melding with it, whether sexually 

or mentally, or being fully subsumed. This motif is particularly important to the series 

given the central conceit, and shocking revelation, that the children’s machines, called 

Evas, are in fact living beings and made of tissues from the second Angel, Lillith. The 

children must literally climb inside them and synchronize their bodies and minds to those 

of the Evas. I stress this motif to show that the way in which Anno presents the 
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experience of the primordial soup is an extension of something the viewer has seen 

before, only now occurring on a cosmic level. 

An image of touching bookends the Third Impact. Considering the scenes on 

either side of the event, we see a gentle loving touch (explosively) bringing the 

characters into the primordial soup, as described above, and a violent touch marking the 

characters’ return to individuation. This violent touch takes the form of a strangle hold. 

Upon emerging from the primordial soup at the end, Shinji, on the beach, finds himself 

lying next to Asuka (another pilot), and then, following a sharp cut, we see Shinji seated 

upon Asuka with his hands around her neck and crying. With these images, Anno 

presents us with the threshold to absolute unity as a space of terrible pain and fear. 

But these experiences are not properly representations of the inside of this 

primordial soup. Shinji is the only character we follow, via a point of view maintained 

mostly by a voice-over monologue, across the line of individuation and oneness. At the 

moment of Shinji’s ego collapsing, we see the beginning of a lengthy and formally 

complex sequence:  

1) The first section of this sequence features a dream with Asuka in which Shinji asks

her to want him and then asks her to kill him. When she says no to both requests, he

puts his hands around her throat, foreshadowing the film’s last image.

2) The choking gesture triggers the next section comprised of crayon drawings and

sketches of the characters and the title screens of all the TV episodes in rapid

succession, which is followed by a cutaway perspective showing the above

mentioned image of the Earth and all life exploding into red and crosses.

3) The next portion of this sequence, lasting almost exactly one minute, features a

rapid series of images and cacophonous sounds from Shinji’s point of view: inverted

colours (reds and pinks), outlines of familiar characters who have died, thick red

brush strokes, the sounds of bells and traffic honking, ambulance sirens, and
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scattered voices. The frames in this sequence pass quicker than the eye can 

register them, flickering a new image almost 24 frames per second.  

4) This is followed by a lengthy series of live-action images: empty seats in a movie 

theatre, water, hydro lines, a train, a cat, the Tokyo skyline, radio towers, more hydro 

lines, knuckles on a hand, an empty swing, a tracking shot of Tokyo from a train, a 

dense crowd of Japanese people, and finally a double exposed image of people 

filling the seats in the movie theatre previously seen empty. Over top of these 

images, we hear Shinji debate with the voice of his mother about the nature of 

reality, dreams, and his misery. 

5) The final image within the primordial soup is that of Shinji on his back and Rei 

(another pilot) seated on top of him. They are naked and at least appear to be 

engaged in sex (a notable moment for attentive viewers given that there are subtle 

hints that Rei is cloned from Shinji’s deceased mother and the Lilith-Angel). Rei’s 

hands are melded into Shinji’s chest. When Shinji decides to not give in to the 

absolute homogenization, but to accept a life of inevitable pain with possible joy, Rei 

removes her hands from his chest and the two then shake hands, thus cuing the 

reversal of the Third Impact. 

 I find these moments of End of Evangelion powerful, disturbing, poetic, and 

confusing. We are made to understand the physical realm as one of deep pain, but also 

tinged with the possibility of beauty and joy. In contrast, once inside the primordial soup, 

we are told that there is no feeling at all—hence the glazed expressions on Shinji and 

Rei’s faces in the above scene. Despite this latter point, however, I want to suggest that 

Anno does make room, at least outside of narrative, to think a bodily experience of 

oneness.  

 On the one hand, we can understand Anno’s sequence from within the soup 

to try to represent a certain formlessness of experience through high velocity montage 

and formal disjunction. On the other hand, I find denying the visceral quality of Anno’s 

!70



editing and images in this sequence to be very difficult. The flickering of the images and 

the oozing of the characters occur in a way that, at least to this viewer, is decidedly not 

empty of experience or affect. (We are not in a Matrix-esque blank white room.) These 

formal qualities carry forth the traits of those screaming and weeping characters on the 

threshold of individuation and who are wracked by a sense of uncertainty. There is 

nothing glazed or neutral, in other words, about End of Evangelion’s vision of 

homogenous space at all. 
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TANGO/∞ —CONCLUSION: OR, INTRODUCTION 

 The tangos accompanying this conclusion-introduction engage, to varying 

extents, with ideas that denote what I shall here refer to in this tango as ‘Universals of an 

unrestricted kind’. I will explain my understanding of the term Universal in a moment, but 

first let me say that by ‘unrestricted’ I mean to denote ideas that express, each in their 

own way, something so pervading that our language and conceptual abilities break 

down. To borrow St. Anselm’s phrasing from the Proslogion, each of these ideas seems 

to denote “that than which nothing greater can be thought.” These Universals are of 

particular interest because multiple unrestricted Universals would seem to signify the 

very same ‘everything’, and yet are very different at the level qualities. 

 In other words, I am not concerned with statements of universality such as ‘All 

umbrellas are objects’. I am interested in when artists and writers use the idea of ‘all’ in 

different ways. My project in the accompanying tangos (to have been read or to be read 

in no prescribed order) is to describe these different ways in which one might engage 

with these particular kinds of ideas. My selection of examples does not follow from any 

system. Nothing more. Notable omissions include Buddhism, Christian love, Plato’s 

Forms, the scientific pursuit of the Theory of Everything (or Grand Unified Theory), and 

the film The Matrix.  

 Moreover, what I provide by way of conclusion in each tango is far from a 

coherent position on what any given particular Universal is. The reasons behind this lack 

of conclusion lies in my belief that the writers and artists considered are not themselves 

principally concerned with developing an understanding of the particular nature of an 

unrestricted Universal—God or structure in itself, for example. Contrary to thinkers 

whose work explicitly attempts to articulate the nature of all things within a unified 

system and take these ideas to their limits, I find my selection of writers and artists to be 

engaging with these ideas en route towards other ends, experiences, and concepts. In 

this present tango, I therefore can offer no grand unifying reflection on these specific 
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Universals in the form of a blended deduction. I am, in fact, striving throughout all of 

these tangos to do my best at keeping each of the ideas apart—at restricting that which 

suggests itself to be absolute and unrestricted. I have not been entirely successful. 

 Let me be more clear about what I mean by concepts and Universals. Despite 

my approach to treat ideas in their respective contexts, my approach to each tango is 

marked by the work of Deleuze and Guattari and their position on concepts and 

Universals. For Deleuze and Guattari, writing in What is Philosophy?, a concept is 

“defined by its components” (15). These components are fragments and bits of other 

mental materials that are assembled into a concept in the encounter with a problem. As 

they write, “A concept requires not only a problem through which it recasts or replaces 

earlier concepts but a junction of problems where it combines with other coexisting 

concepts” (18). 

 In opposition to the concept, in the form of these ‘problems’, Deleuze and 

Guattari situate opinions, doxas, and specifically Universals. A Universal, for them, is not 

a concept. It does not survey components in a way that clearly connects the Universal to 

other concepts or conceptual personae—their term for a plane of other concepts created 

by other thinkers from which one inevitably draws upon—nor does the Universal allow 

one to solve problems. “Universals,” as they say, “explain nothing”; instead they “must 

themselves be explained” (7).  

 To further describe Universals, Deleuze and Guattari offer the image of an 

umbrella that aims to “protect us from chaos” (202). They write, “Poets, artists,” as well 

as scientists and philosophers, “make a slit in the umbrella, they tear open the firmament 

itself, to let in a bit of free and windy chaos and to frame in a sudden light a vision that 

appears through the rent” (203). A Universal is the problem, in other words, that has so 

often in the history of philosophy prompted the need for—to give the full list of creators 

explored in What is Philosophy?—philosophers to create new concepts, scientists to 

create new systems, and artists to create new percepts and affects.  
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 Again, for the sake of this tango, and the others, the particular Universals of 

interest to me are those seeming, to varying degrees, to denote all that is, or at least 

something that can be understood to be all pervading and unchanging. Therefore, while 

the metaphor of cutting umbrellas provides a strong image for the way in which concepts 

‘explain’ Universals, the metaphor is, quite obviously, aggressive. As such, I suggest we 

must take issue with this metaphor and ask ourselves if this is the only way to represent 

a concept’s relationship with a Universal. As I understand Barthes in the tango on his 

allegory of the Argo, nomination plays a significant role in how we understand a 

structure’s components. I have chosen to call these more or less free form writings 

tangos in hopes that when looking at different contexts in which Universals are 

introduced, we might see thinker and umbrella engaging in a kind of dance—and not a 

stabbing. 

 Today, I see a great need to be able to dance with Universals of the unrestricted 

order—with the radical, with the absolute, with God, and with the impossible—at a very 

pragmatic level. I am thinking, in particular, of the fight against climate change (as 

discussed in the tango on Naomi Klein and the word ‘everything’), the on-going religious 

wars (Islamic, Jewish, and Christian), as well as the processes of reconciliation going on 

in Canada wherein a language around ‘Creators’ and ‘first sunrises’ has increasing 

public presence in activism and education. 

 It may seem both too simplistic and too optimistic a thought after or before all 

these pages have been read, but my contention is that we must understand (restricted) 

Universals of the unrestricted kind (God, incommensurability, primordial soup, 

everything, universe, structure, to name a few) as 1) individually unique (and thus 

restricted) in every iteration—no two primordial soups are the same—and 2) as 

important partners for our conceptual thought that we do not simply open in order to tear 

apart. There must be a way to dance with (to use) these dangerous materials, even for 
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the clumsy footed, so that we neither stab through them nor stab each other with them—

let alone stab ourselves with them. 

 All other conclusions are pending. 
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TANGO/ا 

* 

She always carries two umbrellas. Just in case. In the many days of rain throughout 

October and November, she lends me the little one whenever I’ve forgotten mine. “Why 

don’t you just carry a small one?” she asks, shaking her head. I think it’s because I’m 

optimistic that I won’t need it. 

* 

I often wonder what she’s looking for, as I am sure others do as well. Asking is no use. 

She is self-proclaimed in her frustration with words. “Maybe it’s the language thing,” she 

says, on the bus rides home—our conversations look like circles that aspire to be spirals

—“I didn’t even get a good foundation in any language.” 

* 

Her artwork receives unhelpful adjectives that give the pieces a monotonous shape in 

language. Best to avoid language in general, we say. I tell her: I don’t think they are 

about ‘meditation’ or any of that. We spend eight months discussing what else it could 

be. We’re still discussing. 

* 

She calls me to ask me about the difference between ‘sensation’ and ‘phenomenology’. I 

say phenomenology is a kind of limited accessing of a world around us. Sensation is 

more than that. She says, “Like it can’t be reduced to senses.” (I’ve never been 

particularly interested in theorizing sensation.) I say, yes, something like that. She says 

that excites her, the idea of sensation. She makes that humming noise she makes when 

she hears something that resonates with her, like she’s touching a tree she had passed 

in the forest long before getting lost. 

* 

Maybe that’s it, I think. Is she after a feeling? And not a thought at all? All this time, in 

this place, where sensations seem to be captured by research and knowledge. How 
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often are feelings being turned into thoughts against their will? (None of these tangos 

really come down to knowing anything, do they?) 

* 

I look back on her pinpricked drawing—it’s title is long, I can’t remember it. A long scroll-

like piece on a light box. The drawing, pricked by a pin to let the light through, shows an 

interweaving map-like system of dotted lines—one set of which is her own hand and 

makes me think of that afterword that Borges wrote. I think the story back to myself, the 

pronouns rewoven. 

* 

“A woman sets out to draw the world. As the years go by, she peoples a space with 

images of provinces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes, rooms, 

instruments, stars, horses, and individuals. A short time before she dies, she discovers 

that the patient labyrinth of lines traces the lineaments of her own face.” 

* 

The (now woman) protagonist of this story was trying to draw the world, says Borges. 

But that’s only what she set out to draw. The thing that got her drawing. That made her 

sit down. As the years go by, things change. The world, perhaps as just an idea, 

prompted so much more.  

* 

Maybe that face or the infinite as she calls it, is not the thing she is after. Maybe it is 

simply allowing her to experience light through holes, or as in her previous work, a ball of 

knotted yarn. Because she had never held a ball of knotted yarn before. It didn’t feel as 

she thought it would feel when she finally held it. But something, some need to keep 

going, made her do it. Not forced her. Maybe it seemed like a challenge.  

* 

Back to sensations—I wonder if she’s not courting the lofty and airy infinite to get to the 

dirt. After all, when she draws these large and long drawings, she lies on her stomach 
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like Beckett’s Pim in the mud. In her basement apartment, with a pillow under her neck, 

she stays there pricking her paper until late in the night. Sometimes until early in the 

morning. It makes her neck hurt so she’s always looking slightly down. At the ground. 

Her shoulders rounded. 

* 

She says the scroll of holes is not a map. I believe her. Because how could you make a 

map to something that is everything? As soon as you start the map, you’ve already 

found your way. Maybe she’s trying to get lost instead. To be alone? Her earlier works all 

came out of a journal of private writings. The secret words strung together without 

spaces: on paper, on walls, on scrolls. The walls of her small apartment are mostly bare. 

Her lover’s in different timezone. 

* 

Has any of this to do with her name? It means names after all. Plural. More than one 

name literally in the place where one name should be. Does she focus her work in such 

a small space because if she drew any bigger she might split in two? Those long nights, 

in light of this, seem like lengthy indulgences in the pleasure of being one thing doing 

one thing. 
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asmaa al-issa, what variety of lines could one not put under the needle, 2016, detail. 
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