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Archiving and archives: a common 'theme' of discussion, 

an area of 'interest', an 'issue' in art and culture these 

days. And here I am writing about it, as if to prove the 

point. 

I will dispell any sense that there is a fatigue on my part. 
Rather I am a recidivist where archives are concerned. 

I love seeing dead things in museums, especially if there 
are living and dead things together, like at the Hancock 
Museum in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, which has amongst 

other things a giant live Amazonian bird-eating spider, an 

Egyptian Mummy and a load of coalminers' regalia. And I 
love the curious way that artists bring materials together 
to make archives of their own, or inflect an existing archive 

with their own curatorship, artistry, investigation and, as 

ever in the archive, particularity. 

I was asked to write something about archiving and 

documentation initially in collaboration with Sarah Pierce, 
an artist colleague, but it turns out alone. My exploration 
in this field has its genesis in a body of performance 
installation works that I began making in 1999, which I 
referred to as 'act-archiving' works. These came about as 

I became increasingly curious about the indexicality of 

materials and gestures in performance artworks that 

evolve in and through an installation. I wrote a manifesto 

on the practice, and years later this body of work would 

form the basis of a practice-based PhD.1 At the end of 

2006,1 was involved with Pierce and others, with whom 
I work at Interface, in the curation of / Confess that I was 

there, a season of art in Belfast that was designed to 

explore 'art, archives and location', to which I will make 

some reference.21 am interested in declaring my voice, 
as I am about to stress, in a three-fold approach: the 

language of critical writing that addresses archives, 

the definition of archives, and the motivation of artists' 

projects therein. 

The choice of referring to the archiving 'theme', 'interest', 
or 'issue' in a work itself inflects value into our observation 

of the artist's undertaking, if we are making specific use of 

language. 'Theme' is a very general term,3 'interest' already 

implies that something more is at stake, vested,4 and 

'issue' belongs to the language of dispute,5 implying the 
need for solutions. We inflect value subtly into things all 

the time in our choice of words, and whilst this is fine in 
casual conversation, attention is merited where criticism 

or other formal commentary is concerned. This is 

especially true if we are grappling with discerning, from 
events and conditions, an apparent 'fashion', trying to 

reason a 'tendency', or promote a 'current'. As the Comte 

de Lautreamont insinuates, we cannot fully apprehend the 

cultural patterns of our time, we will always fail, to a 

degree. No less difficult a task to be lucid, before the 

onslaught, in our Debordian age of appearances.6 This is 

not an argument against the undertaking of critique, far 

from it; it is a suggestion that the attempt be informed by 
specifics.7 In wanting to stay close to the facts, I bear less 

the mark of postmodernism on my brow.8 

Archives take many forms, including: museum collections, 

public registries, such as those of Births, Marriages and 

Deaths, and the records offices of public and private 

societies and companies. The Society of Archivists 

Diploma Training Manual states that archives are "The 
formal written record of the Athenian law courts which 
has to be maintained for future use. The building in which 
the records were housed. The title of the magistracy, who 

were responsible for maintaining the record."9 

Following this professional definition, a layman's definition, 

but nonetheless one that is underpinned by etymology 
and history, describes the archive as "A place or collection 

containing records, documents, or other materials of 

historical interest, for public consultation." However 

restrictive the terms, the archive must be navigable and 

accessible. 

Moving to a philosophical approach, Jacques Derrida also 
anchors his study 

- 
Archive fever: a Freudian impression10 - in Antiquity, but his use of psychoanalytical theory and 

deconstructivist practice leads us to understand that the 

professional view is invested with layers 
- 

veils 
- 

of poetic 
and political ambition, despite, or perhaps better put 

because, of the scientific, managerial and law-making 

aspirations of the archive. Archives are invested with a 

spirit, a form of ordering is imposed once material is 

brought together, and meaning and use value constructed 

through it. Though documentation may exist that provides 
an inventory, narrates an historical trajectory and explains 
the policy of access, the meaning and use value of the 

archive will not be transparent, entirely evident, known or 

knowable. This is because the entirety of the motives of 
the archive founder, and the archivist's hands thereafter, is 

no more fully known to them than any individual can see 

the entire shape of their imagination and agency. 
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With the archive spirit in mind, the act of collating a mass 
of information or data, making a survey, or creating 
documentation 

- 
whether pictorial or textual or 

hypertextual 
- 

does not necessarily constitute an archive 

where the primary motive is to provide a resource for 

something else to be undertaken. The material is not 

foundational, it does not institute. In addition to the char 

acteristics of collating, ordering and rendering accessible, 

there is the matter of the quality of the archives' contents: 
aura in the archive. Where items are reproductions, this 

must be accounted for.11 The archivist is concerned with 

provenance: can the contents be traced to owners or 

makers? This contributes veracity to the archives, and so 

corroborates the order that they recommend. 

Drawing the purse of these thoughts together, what 

glitters is the poetic-political value of archives, the fact 

that their aesthetics speak of, and more than that are inef 

fably bound with, subjecthood: their imagination is a form 
of agency, their agency colours our dreams, by that I mean 

our actions. This is true of government records offices or 

municipal museums and other archival spaces.12 And this 

is why, though I emphasize definitions, there is slippage. 
This is what draws artists into archives, as they introduce, 

juxtapose, remove things from view; as they alter terms of 

access, accentuate the spirit of the place, descend into 

the criteria that define the archive, its provenance, and so 

the territory of the archival contract and promise.13 

Then, there is the lure of the metaphorical. As the 

language that we use to describe culture evolves, 

increasingly things become like other things, become 

synonymous, in evocative conflations.14 As the Society of 

Archivists' manual notes, "Archivists no longer have the 

monopoly on the terms used to describe their activities." 

Another broader definition of the archive is that it is "any 
extensive record or collection of data"; as such "The 

encyclopedia is an archive of world history." At its loosest, 

the archive is memory itself,15 which has no fundamental 

material form, and is not accessible by another.16 

Whilst the criteria of definition change, we can adhere to 

a sense of distinction in this field, and it is useful for 
writers and artists alike to point to the set of 
characteristics that we are using to locate our art practice 

and write on archives, to indicate how we are moving 

through definitions, where that is the case.17 Protecting, 

authenticating, democratising, debunking, collapsing 

and colliding: through archives 
- 

writing on them and 

art projects in them 
- we see the tides of our times, 

reactionary, neo-liberal, postmodern, deconstructivist, 

and other. 

To elaborate, a number of observations spring to mind: 
- 

Surveillance practices mark our time, and people are 

aware to varying degrees that they are documented, and 

that bodies of information exist that pertain to them but 
are remote from them. 
- The increasing availability of technology means that 
more people have the means to make more documents of 

themselves, and to store and retrieve them. There is a 

dematerialisation of imagery from printed matter to screen, 

affecting the visual and tactile quality of personal archives. 
- 

Discourse in the academy 
- 

from sociology, feminism, 

postmodernism and postcolonial theory through to the 

linguistic strategies of poststructuralism and cultural stud 

ies - has created a groundswell of enquiry into history 
making, identity and representation. This considers how 

territory is claimed through the power of language, 
knowledge and the physical occupation of space. 
- 

Interest in process and the evolution of interdisciplinarity 
in the arts has fuelled the proposition of socially 

engaged, contextual and site-specific practice, as well 

as institutional critique.18 
- Art education has expanded both in terms of student 
numbers and the types of course offered, bringing art 

practice into more managed environments. 
- The government has adapted its arts funding policy, 
internalising academic discourse within the rhetoric of 

democratisation and neoliberalism. 
- 

Research, the knowledge economy, and service 

industries are promoted through academic and political 

discourse and funding. This shifts the climate in which 
artist-run organisations operate, and the view of their 

history. 
- 

Artists make increasing amounts of documentation of 

their work, and then consider the archiving of this material. 
- 

We wonder how to discern and distinguish ourselves, 

mark and forge a path, in an era of multiplication on many 

fronts: discourses, identities, markets... 

The way that we construct our arguments concerning the 

relationship between these observations, in terms of what 

we regard as hidden and manifest, as cause and effect, 

reveals our ideological bent. For instance, some criticism 

is levelled at what is perceived as a lack of rigour in inter 

disciplinary art practice, and some remark an opportunism 

amongst artists who are judged to be riding on the back 
of discourse and policy in a neoliberal marketplace with its 
mindset of monitoring, inducement and competition. 

In an era marked by the polarity of specialisation versus 

generalisation, it is easy to scapegoat interdisciplinarity, 

and the attendant spirit of site-specific work, and conflate 

it into the mire of academic, political and economic 

rhetoric, ignoring the contribution that artists make as ini 

tiators of collaboration. 
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Where there is dismissiveness, suspicion and fatigue with 

artists' interest in archives, there is often a perception that 

some of the conditions that I have named demonstrate an 

instrumentalisation of art practice, with which the artist 

may be deemed to be complicit, as they align themselves, 

or fall prey, to the mantras of democratisation and access. 

These are not unduly regarded as part political propagan 

da. It is at this point 
- as the wave of one's partisan spirit 

rises 
- 

that distinctions come into play. Are the art proj 
ects actually anything to do with archives? Is the artist 

claiming this, and if so on what terms?19 The attitude of 

knowingness congeals so readily in an image- opinion-sat 
urated environment.20 

Artists may make a survey and declare it an archival proj 

ect, or offer up information, nicely filed or otherwise, which 

some critical eyes regard as simply delivering 'a research 

aesthetic', that is indicative of an administrative, auditing or 

pseudo-scientific mindset. One may suggest that holding 
a mirror up to a world that is characterised by these mind 

sets lacks investigation, and question the interest or 

excitement of such mimicry:21 One of the basic appeals of 
art is seduction, an enthrallment or draw through its form 

and content that collapses the sensory and the intellectual 

and demonstrates that they are integral. 

To elaborate on some of the specific power relations that 

mark archives, to understand the interesting things that 

artists do with them, and with documents, I again look to 
Derrida who recalls: "Archive or arkhe ... names at once 

the commencement and the commandment. This name 

apparently co-ordinates two principles in one: the principle 

according to nature or history, there where things com 

mence - 
physical, historical, or ontological principle 

- 
but 

also the principle according to law, there where men and 

gods command, there where authority, social order are 

exercised, in this place from which order is given 
- nomo 

logical principle."22 

When we consider the full ambition of artists' interest in 

archive, we see that actions in archives, shifts in order, are 

inscriptions. These affect the naming process 
- 

which is 

part of the power of the archive, its ritual power of enact 

ment23 
- 

and so something is instituted, is put in motion 

from within.24 

Derrida reminds us that just as the claim of the archive is 
that it 'protects', it 'shelters' us from the unregulated, from 

uncertainty, so "The concept of the archive shelters in 

itself, of course, this memory of the name ar/c/?e."25 What 

does its name mean? Derrida characterises the archive as 

an "Uncommon place, this place of election where law 

and singularity intersect in privilege," and emphasizes that 

"There is no political power without control of the archive, 
if not of memory."26 This memory that the archive hides 

within it is the memory of its own subjectivity, and so we 

apprehend its own will to destruction,27 along with the 

expression in archives of the pleasure principle 
- 

the 

inscription of values of wealth, rarity, beauty 
- 

and the 

compulsion to order, and systematise, that is the spirit of 

'ananke', invincible necessity.28 As the scholar of collecting 
Susan Pearce reminds us, "[There are] three approaches 
to the object world ... the souvenir, fetishistic and system 

atic modes of collecting."29 

Artists' approaches to archives are interesting, in my view, 

in terms of their consideration of the conveyance and 

constitution of power relations through systems, fetishes 

and souvenirs: the power relations that shape memory 

and consciousness. There are many calls for us to place 
our belief in representation, through the marketplace, in 

politics, in the academy. The materialistic view that 

underpins this is deterministic, and so prescriptive in spirit, 
whilst the power relations that are in play to uphold this 

perspective themselves depend overtly or implicitly on the 

phenomenon of making absent.30 Never mind the rhetoric. 

Does inclusion liberate us? Does the act of putting things 
on display empower us or do away with hidden forces, 
put them under control? The heart of interest in artists' 

journeying in archives, and documentation, is that it 

draws poetic-political power away from a view of 

emancipation based on the duality of represented versus 

nonrepresented, and invests authority 
- 

imagination and 

agency 
- 

in other ways. Presence is understood as a 

conjunction, with acts of withdrawing, demonstrating, 

occulting. Here I think of Gustave Metzger's project 
Historic photographs, in which he treats images that have 
circulated widely in the media or in history books to 

processes of restriction, veiling and concealment that 

demand an engagement from the individual who wishes 
to encounter them. On your knees under velvet on a 

sea of pixels, hardly able to discern forms, your eyes 
transform the enlarged dots into an image of Viennese 

Jews scrubbing the pavement on their knees.31 
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Image of an item from Pete 
Horobin's DATA project 
(1 January 1980 to 31 
December 1989), from The Year 
of the tent 1989; courtesy the 
author 

(opposite) 
Brian Connolly: Still assembly, 
Ulster Museum, in The Suicide of 

Objects, March 2004, courtesy 
the author 



The interest lies in the specific ways that artists perform 
and embed search procedures, and invite us to do so, in 

the archive. Witness Brian Connolly's forays into natural 

history collections at the Ulster Museum, from which he 

curated the animals in his performance-installation Still 

assembly:32 

Some specimens stood (relatively) freely, others 

items were mounted as trophies. A number of 

the animals faced the audience in front of 

microphones... This arrangement seemed to confer 

on their immobilised expressions the charged quality 
of the expectant pauses frozen in the faces of 

orators. As to their character and the content of their 

rhetoric, that was open to the associations that are 

attached to the fox, the raven, the owl, the bulldog, 
or the dodo.33 

Consider Peter Haining's live interpretation of the DATA 

project (1 January 1980 to 31 December 1989) 
- a 

ten-year archive of everything connected with the art and 

life of the Dundee-based artist Pete Horobin 
- 

conducted 

one-on-one, in a cell within a cell at the University of 

Ulster.34 In the DATA project, Horobin created an archive 

through the modus operandi of the cell: "all cells in 

harmony to form a whole entity." The project included a 

series of walks, from Pedestrian rambles around my land, 

1984 - in which he "put the image of the tramp back in 
the Scottish landscape" 

- to the Walking home excur 

sions (from 1985), and finally The Year of the tent, 1989, 

spent entirely outdoors. The archive is constituted of 

ephemera, including mail-art correspondence, documents 

resulting from the charting of bodily functions, and the 

recording of open-air interventions, in which "he declared 

the landscape data, and assimilated into the art work."35 

The interest in an artist's archival project does not lie in 

its 'challenge to the system' of the archive, but in its 
consideration of its own systematising function, and how 

this is bound with the power of the fetish and souvenir; 
in its realisation of the procedural, whether archival, 

bureaucratic or another, as ritual. I think of Mike Manders' 

Self-portrait as a building, a project ongoing since 1986: 

the evolution of self as institution, collapsing the body, 
archive and museum.36 Consider also how the Trace 

archive 
- 

the body of objects and documents created from 

Trace, an art gallery in the house of Andre Stitt in Cardiff - 

constitutes institutional spirit and intimacy, through 
collapsing the home, gallery and archive.37 

There is much at stake in this discussion of 

representation, or maybe more accurately, there should 

be, were the dynamic of absence and presence 

understood differently To be or not to be? Take for 
instance the question of whether or not the history of 

artist-run organisations should be reconstructed, where 

no archive exists, or the idea that an artist might protect 

the memory of their work by archiving. In part what 

motivates this is an oppositional view of the poetic 

political, a view of mainstream versus margins, official 

versus alternative. These views are wide open to 

materialist reductionism, sacrificing along the way a 

significant part of the potency of art. Two of the most 
acute moments in / Confess that I was There provide 

food for thought on these matters. Firstly, at the gathering 
of founders and members of Art Research Exchange 

(ARE) in a public discussion at the Linenhall Library, some 
asserted that their work should be archived as a matter 

of responsibility to 'future generations'. A few people 

suggested that to assume that ARE has no authority 
because it is not sufficiently institutionally recognised 
divests the powerful reality of how ARE functioned and 
functions through its absence within those structures.38 

The second moment came when the artist Walid Raad 

raised the following question from the floor during the 

Investigating archives symposium: "I am going to assume 

that for centuries the notion of historical consciousness 

proceeded in the absence of thinking of time as 

something that passes, and that leaves traces that then 

must be indexed, ... as such ... what makes archives 

today the necessary form of a particular conception of 

time that is now seen as passing and in need of being 

preserved in its radical difference? Whether they are 

complete or incomplete, that I am sure has political 
resonance and material resonance - 

but there seems to 

be another operating assumption?"39 

In dealing at once with the definition of archives, the 

specifics of critical writing, and the power relations at 

stake in artists' projects, I have sought to emphasize the 

fact that the critiquing of arts projects in archives is 

constituting the archival field;40 after all critics are writing 
histories. This presents a view of the writer as implicated, 

generating the conditions of the field, not merely a 

commentator. 
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Image of the TRACE archive, at 
the Switchroom in I confess that 
I was there (23 November- 12 
December 2006); courtesy the 
author 



In stepping further into the fray, I believe we would do well 

to be specific 
- 

critical and creative 
- 

in our contributions 

as artists and writers. Making definitive judgements on the 

back of generalisation alone demonstrates the systemising 
approach that may be the very target of the judgements.41 

When art appears as a pretext for ideological positions 

(which may at the same time deny the existence of 

ideology), we observe what Kristin Stiles coined the 

"theory industry": a systematic divestment of authority and 

agency from artists' works, including writings, whilst there 

is a lack of reflexivity in the critical voice that performs the 
excision.42 At times it is tempting, but all too easy, to 

differentiate one's work primarily by invoking a generalised 
backdrop. Instead of definitions, and at times slippage, 

we have a sluice of ideas and impressions, defence and 

attack on the basis of doubtfully discerned premises. 
The name of another game? Discernment, knowing 

when to hold on and when to move through distinctions, 

knowing when the would-be liberatory is duller and more 

regulatory than the so-called pedantic. 

An awareness of the relationship between practice and 

ideology is key. The choice of what we do and how 
transmits attitude, as much as the content and the motives 

that we are owning up to or claiming. The aesthetics 

of our work forms subjecthood. This is a time when 

multiplicity 
- 

of products, imagery and interpretations 
- 

engenders scarcity, and deferral, significantly through the 
creation of competing needs. As the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman notes, in modern society "conduct is made man 

ageable, predictable and hence non-threatening by a mul 

tiplication of needs rather than by a tightening of norms."43 

When the need for ultra-transparency implies increasing 

surveillance, we apprehend that rendering opaque is a 

powerful manifestation of poetic-political force. 

We should not presume that the goal of artists' work with 

archives is their 'improvement',44 whether that means 

democratisation or correction or reform. Art does not 

necessarily proceed from the basis of goals and values 

that are generally endorsed,45 and art is not a 

fundamentally 'accountable' activity.46 I assert this if only, 
to echo what I have said about withdrawal, because of the 

power and interest of exclusion, and the fundamental role 

it necessarily plays in the autonomous character of social 

situations and intimate lives. I assert this if only because of 
the meaninglessness of expansive rhetoric, of excellence 

or best practice or whatever is the 'ordre du jour'. I assert 

this if only because of the meaning of total inclusion if we 

actually think about it. 

As the artist makes work, guns blazing, he moves through 
distinctions as they are useful: the specialist spirit, chatter 

about recuperation and the conjuring of the conscious 

ness industry.47 

Thinking final thoughts about archives, the words of 

Germaine Bazin come to mind. In his beautiful book, the 

now-dead curator at the Louvre says, 

When the present becomes unbearable, there are 

two means of escaping it: the past and the future. 

Plato chose the second, assigning happiness a 

place in his Utopia... but humanity equally indulged 

in... nostalgia. Established as an absolute, the past 

also becomes a refuge. Only when men sense the 

waning of a civilisation do they suddenly become 
interested in its history and, probing, become aware 

of the force and uniqueness of the ideas it has 
fostered. Hegel said that the owl of Wisdom 

appears only at twilight48 

In his article in Beaux arts magazine, Le Palais de 

cristal,*2 the philosopher Peter Sloterdijk suggests that 

modernity 
- 

and by this he also means the contemporary 
- 

"is a gigantic process driven by a sort of psychic 

entropy. This psychic entropy is a movement towards a 

lowest point, triggered by a form of unwinding that is 
made possible by the discharging of energy through 
technology."50 

Is the increasing fascination with archiving the sign, or 
the form, of a waning light? In critical and artistic 

undertakings, marked by generalisation, relativism, 

multiplicity, and 'interpretivity' 
- facilitated by techniques 

of deconstruction 
- 

do we see entropy? And what of risk, 
so that beyond the clamour of things being claimed, 

something is at stake? What of the understanding of the 
drive of creation as bound in that of destruction, in art, 

archives and the conjuring of that whole thing called 
culture?51 Perhaps therein lies the power to call forth 

through that which remains obscure, demonstrated in 
William Blake's vision that "all our categories of authority 

and reality are metaphors, human constructions, poetic 

figures answering to the imagination in each one of us."52 
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1 The title of my doctoral thesis, 
completed at the University of 
Ulster in 2006, was 

Recollecting the poetry and 

politics of archival spaces: an 

exploration of performance 
and installation art in the 
museum. 

2 Interface is a research centre 
in the School of Art and 

Design at the University of 

Ulster, Belfast. See 
www. interface, rehabstudio. c 

o.uk. Audio documentation 
and images of I confess that 
I was there events are avail 
able on the website, by 
clicking on the 'quickfind' 
then 'news' section. 

3 "(Rhetoric, Logic) a general 
field of considerations from 

which arguments can be 
drawn": www.dictionary.com 

4 See the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman on 'interest' as a 

cultural and economic value 
in Legislators and inter 

preters: on modernity, post 
modernity and intellectuals, 

Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1987 

5 "A point in question or a 

matter that is in dispute": 
www. dictionary, com 

6 See Guy Debord, The Society 
of the spectacle, Rebel 

Press, 1987 "The first stage 
of the economy's domination 
of social life brought about 
an evident degradation of 

being into having ... The 

present stage, in which social 
life has become completely 
dominated by the accumulat 
ed products of the economy, 
is bringing about a general 
shift from having to appear 

ing 
- individual reality is 

allowed to appear only if it is 
not actually real." p 11 

7 Yea, though we walk through 
the valley of the shadow of 

language, let us be well 
armed. 

8 This distinguishing of my 

position looks to specific cri 

tiques of postmodernism, as 

in The Troubles with post 
modernism (London: 
Routledge, 1996), in which 

Stefan Morawski reflects on 

the view "that postmodern 
culture has rid itself of all 

authorities, abolished all 
hierarchies of values and 
eliminated all binding codes 
and norms. It frees every 

body from obligation to tradi 

tion, and ridicules Utopia. 

Everything is possible and 
allowed. Clashing values co 

exist in a state of passive 
indifference." p 9 

9 British archival practice, 
London: Society of Archivists, 
1996. Thanks to Grainne 

Loughran, archivist at 

Interface, for drawing this to 

my attention. 
10 Jacques Derrida, Archive 

fever: a Freudian impression, 
Chicago and London: The 

University of Chicago Press, 
1996 

11 See Walter Benjamin, 'The 
Work of art in the age of 
mechanical reproduction', in 

Illuminations, New York: 
Schocken Books, 1968 

12 These institutions fuel the 
view of ourselves as 

'citizens', and 'educated 

beings', not fundaments to 
human existence. 

13 Shifting the way that we 

envisage and navigate a 
mass of material, and the 

relationships in which we 

implicate it, shifts the status 
of that mass. The form of the 
archive changes as we 

change the way we scale the 
archive in our mind's eye, 
and the way we navigate it 

physically. For instance, if we 

call to mind all the silent 

objects of all the unseen 

permanent collections in all 
the museums in the world, 

what do we see7 Landfill, 
inverse-monument, the 
sub-conscious7 

14 Again, our Debordian age of 

appearances. 
15 "The experience was sealed 

in the archive of her 

memory": 
www.dictionary.com. Here 
the archive is totally devoid of 
its public meaning; it is 
drawn into the implosion of 

meaning that produces 
fragments, governed by 
the principle of interchange 
ability, the law of the relative. 

16 Interestingly, going back to 
the Society of Archivists, the 

manual notes that "The root 
of the word archives exists in 
all but three European 
language groups: Basque, 
Hungarian and Celtic." This 
differentiates the heritage of 
these peoples, as the concept 

(and so consciousness) of 

"archive emphasises our 

common cultural and 

linguistic inheritance from 
classical Greece." In contrast 
to the conflation of memory 
and archive, we see the 

particular "reason why 
Gaelic cultures do not pos 
sess the word archive 

(except as a late borrowing 
in the case of Irish Gaelic) is 

that law and traditions were 
transmitted orally and 

knowledge resided in the 

"living archive" of the person 
of the Sennachie or 

Breitheamh (Brehon) rather 
than in formal writing." 

17 Acknowledging the slippage 
of definitions does not oblige 
us to dissolve into total 

relativism, just as to speak of 

defining does not mean we 
are mongers of demonic 
monolithic hegemonic 
narratives. Well trodden 

paths lead to familiar 
caricatures. 

18 See the chapter 'Process' in 
the anthology edited by 
Kristin Stiles and Peter Selz, 
Theories and documents of 

contemporary art: a 

sourcebook of artists' 

writings, Berkeley / Los 

Angeles / London: University 
of California Press, 1996. 

19 Thanks to Sarah Pierce for 
her thought-provoking 
comments on this matter. 

20 If slack language and critical 

positioning is a symptom of 
some art and commentary, 
then facile conflation can 

become a full-blown disease. 
21 See Homi K Bhaba, 'Of 

mimicry and man: the 
ambivalence of colonial 

discourse', October 28, 
1984, pp 12 - 33. 

22 Jacques Derrida, Archive 
fever: a Freudian impression, 
Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, 
1996, p 1 

23 The power of description 
and the power to command 

authority. 
24 In his book on Middle 

Eastern mythology, 1973, 
S H Hooke explains how the 

power of the word functions 
in action in "ritual [which] 
consisted of the part which 
was done, which the Greeks 
called the dromenon, and the 

spoken part, which they 
called the muthos, or myth ... 

the story was not told to 
amuse an audience; it was 
a word of power... the 
recitation did something, it 

brought about a change in 

the situation which the ritual 
was enacting." p 12 

25 Derrida, Archive fever: 
a Freudian impression, p 3 

26 Derrida, Archive fever: a 

Freudian impression, p 4 
27 The will to destroy the 

memory of its own name, to 

deny, to hide its subjectivity. 

28 Derrida, Archive fever: a 
Freudian impression, pp 10 
-12 

29 Susan Pearce, On collecting: 
an investigation into collect 

ing in the European tradition, 
London, New York: Routledge, 
1999, p 32 

30 For a modelling of this power 
dynamic, beyond material 

dialectics, see Martin 

Heidegger on 'Lichtung' or 

'the clearing' in The End of 

philosophy and the task of 

thinking, and Michel Foucault 
on 'discursive formations' 
in The Archaeology of 

knowledge. 
31 This work is entitled To crawl 

into - Anschluss, Vienna, 
March 1938. I encountered 
it in an exhibition of 

Metzger's work in 1999 at 

Spacex Gallery in Exeter, 

England. Alfredo Jaar's 

Skoghall Konsthalle (2002), 
also comes to mind, in which 
he constructed a museum, 
which was inaugurated with 
an exhibition of artworks by 
fifteen young Swedish 
artists. Twenty-four hours 

later, he burned the building 
down. 

32 The Suicide of objects took 

place at the Ulster Museum, 
Catalyst Arts and sites in 
Belfast city centre, March - 

April 2004. The curatorial 

project was initiated by 

Catalyst Arts in the time of 

my co-directorship of the 

organisation. 
33 Quoted from my doctoral 

thesis; see Footnote 1. 
34 The DATA archive was 

presented in I confess that 
I was there (29 November - 

12 December 2006). 
35 The Attic archive holds the 

DATA project, the Marshall 
Andersen journals (1990 
99), and HIBERNIA (2000 
05). Peter Haining's 
research into naive and folk 
art in Ireland. All quotes are 

taken from a telephone 
conversation with Haining (5 
February 2007). 

36 As the website of BALTIC 
Gateshead notes, in the work 

the "world's mobility is 

slowed down, like an instant 

photographic exposure 
- a 

place where the world's lack 
of transparency becomes 

manageable." See 
www. balticmill. com 
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3 7 www. tracegallery. org. 
The Trace archive was 

presented in I confess that 
I was there at the 
Switchroom (23 November 
- 12 December 2006). 

38 Art Research Exchange 
- 

the legacy7', 21 November 

2006, involved Chris 

Coppock, Anne Carlisle, Brian 

Kennedy, Una Walker, Alastair 

MacLennan, and was chaired 

by Mike Catto. 
39 I have transcribed Raad's 

comments from 
documentation of the the 

symposium that took place 
25 November 2006, with 

presentations by John Gray, 
Nick Stewart, Judit Bodor, 
Julie Bacon, Pat Cooke and 
Walid Raad of the Atlas 

Group, and was chaired by 
Hugh Maguire. 

40 Artists' work in archives is 
not merely a subject that 
critics can presume to deal 
with as an object of enquiry. 

41 Again, I am considering how 
this generalisation and 
relativisation features in the 

economy of surplus, associ 
ated with postmodernism, 
that "brings forth a flood of 

signs at various levels which 
function both as commodities 
and political messages ... 

Life becomes absorbed by a 

merry-go-round of 

reproduced artefacts and 

spectacles which must be 
absorbed and discharged..." 
Morawski, The Troubles with 

postmodernism, p 8 
42 It is important to stress that 

Stiles does not posit ideas/ 

writing in a duality with art/ 
action, she understands each 
as a form of the other. The 

generalisation of something 
called 'theory' paves the way 
for doubtful dualistic thinking, 
of the 'individual versus the 
institution' or 'theory versus 

practice'. 
43 Bauman, Legislators and 

interpreters: on modernity, 
post-modernity and 

intellectuals, p 168 
44 On this point I look again to 

the words of Henry David 

Thoreau, "As for adopting the 

ways which the State has 

provided for remedying the 

evil, I know not of such ways. 
They take too much time, and 
a man's life will be gone. I 
have other affairs to attend 
to. I came into this world, not 

chiefly to make this a good 
place to live in, but to live in 

it, be it good or bad." In Civil 
disobedience and reading, 

London: Penguin 60s 

Classics, 2005, p 17. 
45 Which are liable to be 

labelled 'good', whether 

countering social exclusion, 

promoting identity politics, 
or another. 

46 And maybe because of this, 
art may actually be human, 
where the rhetoric is quite 
monstrous. 

47 See Hans Haacke, 
'Museums, managers of 

consciousness', in Art in 

America, 72/ 2, 1984, pp 9 
- 17 

48 Georges Bazin, The Museum 

age, Brussels: Desoer, 1967, 

p5 
49 'The crystal palace', Beaux 

arts magazine, December 

2006, pp 86 - 89 
50 My translation. Bazin asserts 

that "the universality and 

hypertrophy of cities 
announces the decline of a 

civilisation ... that instinctive 

feeling of recoil before the 
future which throws man 

back on his past." p 5 
51 Invoking Derrida's study of 

the archive. 
52 In Le Theatre et son double 

(Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 
Antonin Artaud proclaimed 
"The deep anarchy that is the 
base of all poetry" (originally 
"L'anarchie profonde qui est 

a la base de toute po6sie"). 
p 61 
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