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SUMMARY

DESCRIPTION OF WORK
APOCRYPHILIA is the final exhibition for this Masters by Research in Visual Art. Opening on 8 march,
the exhibition runs from 9 March to 30 April, 2019 at the Northern Centre for Contemporary Art
(NCCA), Darwin, NT. APOCRYPHILIA is culmination of four separate bodies of work produced of the
course of study and will fill all five NCCA exhibition spaces.

The work takes wax, text and the body as its primary mediums to create large scale installations of
digital video projected onto wax surfaces and includes text rendered in wax as well as wax-based
printmaking techniques.

ABSTRACT
Wax, text, flesh: three elements that materialise a queer creative practice and in pursuit of a
strategy of power.

Charting its course through four Bodies of work: YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD, I AM A TEXT,
THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH and APOCRYPHILIA, the development of the work explores my
relationship to biblical texts, the way they inhabit my body and the power through creative practice
to disrupt, transform, redeploy and relocate them as otherwise.
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In exploring the locations and positions of the texts that I take up as objects of transformation,
canon and apocrypha become zones for textual solidification and dissolution; articulated within my
practice through the deployment and manipulation of wax.

Key words:
queer, art, wax, text, flesh, canon, apocrypha, Foucault, Deleuze

FOREWORD
It’s hard to know as an artist; within the complex web of history and personal experience; through
the lenses of gender, race, sexuality and class; within the scaffolding of an upbringing in one mode
or another; according to a set of shifting systems of religious and cultural beliefs; against the
backdrop of privilege and trauma; precisely how a creative practice is formed. How are my specific
sets of circumstances formative and contingent? Is there something else despite or supported by
those forces that in some way has always, or always would have simply ‘been’. I don’t expect or
particularly need to resolve such questions, however, as more or less rhetorical devices they
facilitate a suspended scepticism, which allows for experimentation, critique, indulgence and play;
that resist the primacy of one influence or force over another.

For myself, the path to a creative practice was literary rather than visual. My formal studies were in
Philosophy and Theology; My interests were in critical theory rather than art history; my formative
years were immersed in music rather than art and scripture rather than politics. I was always queer:
strange, different, suspicious, conspicuous; qualities which allowed me to pass through distinct
identities and cultural spaces, especially decidedly gendered ones; even within the ridged structures
5

of heterosexist, fundamentalist religious institutions and the community structures they construct
and enforce.

To be explicit, I have always understood my work to be textual and to be queer; that there was a
profound connection between those two terms. Whist I saw the outputs of my practice as absolute
articulations of this, they are underpinned by something intuitive rather than defined.

Relying heavily on the experiences that informed the bodies of work produced during this study: the
particular texts read and reflections on how they have been read into my work, makes this
document decidedly autoethnographic.1 My orientation towards texts, what is personally at stake in
those orientations is mediated through the work produced.

INTRODUCTION
I may no longer be a Monotheist, but a Pentecostal style persists within me to this day. It is an
Evangelical scaffold and a Pentecostal aesthetics that mediates my engagement with text and with
space. I was trained to be a preacher and that is still how I speak publically. I was taught not to
observe, rather to bear witness; not to recount, rather to testify. And whilst when it comes to
matters of faith I have well and truly thrown out the baby, the soapy, effervescent bathwaters of my
formative years remain the warm wellspring from which daily I am baptised and bought into the
world.

1

American scholar and qualitative researcher Carolyn Elis describes autoethnography as “an
approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy)
personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)” (Carolyn
Ellis, 2011)
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You can take the Pentecostal boy out of the church, but you can’t make them read like a sceptic. Too
much is at stake! Particularly when that boy is queer. Particularly when that boy read their bible,
cover to cover, countless times. Earnestly looking for a place to call home; a textual safe haven
where even their most damned desires were met with love and grace. Although the texts have
changed, the reading has not. Still so much is at stake in approaching a text in the orientations of a
godless, queer, Pentecostal boy for whom reading is also inscribing on the heart. For whom
understanding a text is at least temporarily a matter of its embodiment.

The constant thread running through each body of work produced throughout this period of study is
an exploration of the relationship of text to the body, namely biblical text and to my body. In seeking
to understand the dynamics of this relationship, the work unfolds as a sort of meditation on reading;
of the style of reading that is inevitable precisely for the relationship I am looking to uncover
between my body and the texts in question. Another way of saying this is: making is part of my
reading practice that is part of my creative practice. Or perhaps better: making is a type of reading
queerly.

This chapter will seek to articulate what is meant here when referring to ‘queer practice’. Also, how
queer practice might relate itself to modes of reading. This is undertaken as a way of framing what
has taken place within the space of this study and the bodies of work it has produced. These bodies
of work have come from a certain style of reading which takes as its concern what is at stake for the
reader in the way bodies engage with texts.
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A QUEER PRACTICE
The term queer is a noun, adjective, and a verb. For example, the term stands in both positive and
pejorative forms as definitive of non-normative genders and sexualities, deployed as a noun. As an
artist, saying that a creative practice is queer or defining an exhibition or body of work as queer is
deploying the term in its adjectival sense. Saying, on the other hand, that a creative practice,
exhibition or body of work queers or is queering (as in queering a concept, or queering space),
deploys the term as a verb.

Conventions and structures that come to define the boundaries of the normal are what queer falls
outside of, resists and blurs. In Tendencies, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick pens her now famous definition
of the term queer as “the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances,
lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s
sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.” (Sedgwick, Tendencies, 1993, p.
8) Writer and curator David J Getsy defines some of the attitudes that make up queer as “outlaw
sensibilities, self-made kinships, chosen lineages, utopic futurity, exilic commitment, and rage at
institutions that police the borders of the normal.” (Getsy, 2016, p. 12)

Relating this to my own (queer) practice. Normativity is resisted in the presentation of my own
gender ambiguity, campness and sexuality, particularly through the video elements of the work. In
terms of materials used also, I resist typical uses, conventions and traditions: printmaking with single
use wax plates; employing encaustic medium in non-traditional ways; disavowing the invisible
‘flatness’ of the screen for textures and reflective surfaces on which to project video. Outside of the
content of the work, there is something of a queer methodology or praxis, a queer way of making.
An artistic queer methodology that resonates with Judith Halberstam’s theoretical definition of
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“attempts to combine methods that are often cast as being at odds with each other, and refuse[ing]
the academic compulsion toward disciplinary coherence.” (Halberstam, 1998, p. 13)

READING QUEERLY
Throughout this period of study, I had felt that the textual impulse in my work was an act of writing,
and that is certainly something that happens. I create texts, incorporate text, consider text as a
medium. However, what has become clear in terms of my relationship or orientation toward certain
texts, is that it is much more about reading, and making as a strange kind of reading.

Alan Sinfield champions a mode of reading he calls ‘reading against the grain’, a critical style of
reading that understands the ‘grain’ as not belonging to the text, but rather to the structures and
ideologies that surround it and its author. (Sinfeild, 2006, p. 20) “A reading against the grain is
differentiated from an alternative or oppositional reading position by its tone of self-conscious
refusal… The point is not to replace one reading with another, but to expose the conditions of
reading. The aim is to dislocate and disturb, laying bare the implicit ideological assumptions of
established practices.” (pp 20) This idea of a productive reading that can ‘get behind’ loaded
assumptions attached to texts, to allow a certain self-conscious inventiveness (Sinfeild, 2006, p. 83)

Eve Sedgwick in her essay, Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, Or, You’re so Paranoid You
probably Think this Essay Is about You2 turns her attention to reading practices within critical theory
that take as their goal: exposing what is problematic in texts, looking for negative effects,
anticipating in advance what will come up in texts as problematic. (Sedgwick, Touching Feeling:
Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, 2003, p. 130) Sedgwick will call these readings paranoid. That

2

First published in Novel Gazing, 1997
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within various fields of enquiry paranoid reading has “become less a diagnosis than a prescription”
and “a great loss when paranoid inquiry comes to seem entirely coextensive with critical theoretical
inquiry rather than being viewed as one kind of cognitive/affective theoretical practice among other,
alternative kinds.” (Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, 2003, pp. 125-126)

Sedgwick is responding to the work of French philosopher Paul Ricœur whose work, Freud and
Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation sought to frame Nietzsche, Marx and Freud as masters of a
school of suspicion (Ricœur, 1970). This school forms an approach to texts that is always looking
beyond excepted meanings for something hidden, something sinister. To know the truth of a text is
a matter of exposing what lies within a text that is not meant to be obvious or foregrounded. (Röder,
2014).

Sedgwick offers her own alternative, reparative reading. A “nonparanoid, nongloomy reading
practice anxious to foment a better future.” (O'Rourke, The (Sin)field of Early Modern Queer Studies,
2009, p. 265) Sedgwick opens a space for a more speculative reading. One that doesn’t brace itself in
advance. A reading that is open to texts revealing things which could also be surprising and good.

Both for Sinfeild and Sedgwick’s there is a resistance in their modes of reading to the suspicious,
paranoid readings that are a part of the boarder project of critical analysis. (Culler, 2014, p. 285)
They call for readings that don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater, or maybe the other way
around. Sedgwick reflects on the future of queer reading practices, quoting private correspondence
from friend Joseph Litvak, “Queer energy, later on, goes into… practices aimed at taking the terror
out of error, at making the making of mistakes sexy, creative, even cognitively powerful. Doesn’t
reading queer mean learning, among other things, that mistakes can be good rather than bad
surprises?” (Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, 2003, p. 145)
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It is here, between engaging with the structures of textual constraint (Sinfeild) and the impulse for
creative production (Sedgwick) that I find a corollary in my own style of reading, made manifest in
my practice. This is where I find joy in returning to biblical texts, and why I return to them often in
my work. I have a paranoid approach as well, but there remains in me a genuine hope of discovering
of something else in the text. Something useful, joyful and productive. Something that rips it from
the canon, tears it from its vanguards and squeezes it into something beautiful.

This for me is an apocryphal act, to relocate the text out of the ideologies that scaffold its canonised
position and to resurrect it to something new and meaningful, which for me is a kind of queering.

As the story goes, when the women came to visit the tomb with spices and fragrances for the body
of the crucified Christ, they found the stone had been rolled away with no body to be found.
Shocked by the desecration, they saw suddenly before them two men in dazzling robes. The women
were afraid and averted their eyes as the men asked them, “Why do you seek the living among the
dead?” (Luke 24:1-5)

It’s a question that haunts reading. Particularly of those texts that stand the test of time. Texts to
which we return time and again. Texts whose author is long dead, perhaps through the passage of
time, perhaps through the pronouncements of theory3. There remains among the pages however,
the promise of a resurrection, of something transformative.

3

See Roland Barthes, The Death of the Author, 1967.
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READING BIBLICALLY
“You can’t read it like a book.” I don’t know how many times that was said to me growing up.
Always, sitting there staring at the thousand or so pages of my Bible. In fact, it was more or less the
only book I really read for most of my upbringing, spare what was absolutely essential school
reading and the occasional C.S. Lewis collection. Perhaps that is a bit of an exaggeration. The
Protestant bible, however, was central, and as such demanded a certain style of reading. A style that
was apparently very unbookish. What was meant (from the church pulpit on a Sunday or Wednesday
night youth meeting or Friday night prayer meeting) when someone said, “You can’t read it like a
book” was something more like, “you can’t read it like fiction.” Which, in its own way is a statement
of faith, one which attempts to relocate the text, without changing its content, to non-fictitious
space.

In much (certainly not all) of the Pentecostal/Evangelical world, the truth of biblical text is secured
by this placement of the text within the realm of historical non-fiction. Detractors will agitate by
questioning the validity of its place within that genre, often with the suggestion that classification as
fiction would be more appropriate.

Of course, these are modern debates. Biblical texts were canonised not on the basis of their being
fiction or non-fiction. They were scripture that had to be classified as divinely-inspired or other;
canon or apocrypha. And picking which was which was worth going to war.

Yet even if, taken as a matter of faith, one understands the bible to be historical non-fiction. The
instruction still remains, “You can’t read it like a book.” It’s a statement that also speaks to the
orientation of the text. The relation of the beginning to the end, how one understands it as a
cohesive collection with a narrative that arches over the text in its entirety without ever being told
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specifically. There is a theological flavour, something philosophically nurturing, something
meditative also. These qualities allow the reader to open up a bible to any chapter or verse, and find
something there that speaks to a whole, wholly outside the text itself.

Further still, beyond questions of genre, beyond approaches to and methods of reading, “You can’t
read it like a book” is also a statement about what type of object a bible is. Is it a book at all? What is
it also? Within Pentecostal/Evangelical faith communities, the bible is also referred to as ‘The Living
Word’, a reference to the first chapter of the Gospel of St. John where the Word becomes flesh and
dwells among us. (John 1:1-11) This ‘Word’ is the truth and breath of God in the creation of the
world and becomes the manifestation and incarnation of the Christ of the bible. There is in this
notion of the bible as ‘The Living Word’ an understanding of the breath of God in book form, the
textual embodiment of the Christ. When reading, one can find God in the pages. This is no ordinary
book.

The strange un-book-ness of this text extends further still. Beyond what one discovers within its
pages is what those pages discover within the reader. The bible is a text that enters the body of the
reader, transforming it. Changing its behaviour, its desires, its orientations, perceptions,
perspectives. A body of text for and in the body; the reader as the re-incarnation of the text.

“You can’t read it like a book” was an injunction that informed my reading before I even knew what
reading a book was really like. It has foregrounded my reading of any text ever since. Outside of
classics, I read little fiction and have always orientated toward philosophy and critical theory. I think
the centrality of biblical text in my life growing up, also, the way those texts were to be read, colours
my approach to reading, writing and making. I am going to call this ‘reading biblically’; a very
personal approach intrinsic to my particular experience. One that shines light on how I have come to
the creation of the bodies of work of which this research consists.
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The notion of canon pervades my reading and determines the kinds of texts I am oriented towards:
classics, philosophy, critical theory. Texts that fall into traditions and are held as prime exemplars of
genre, style, epoch and idea. With canon, however, is also a notion of Apocrypha, the outside, the
other. It is here that I want to make a point that will help to guide the reading of this text and the
bodies of work that it is about.

I am always ‘reading biblically’, with my body in the text. I am always reading with this notion of the
text discovering something in me, regardless of what or where that text is. My location as a reader
of biblical text is no longer from within a Christian tradition. It is from the outside, the other;
apocryphal space (although, I acknowledge it is a kind of inside-outside). Being also a queer body,
means another kind of outside existence, I understand this as, likewise, an apocryphal space. A
space of suspicion and spurious legitimacy. A place where authenticity and authorship can be called
into question. A space that falls outside of acceptable traditions and norms.

My queer body is always ‘reading biblically’.

So, for the texts that are picked up here in this research, scriptural and otherwise, they too have
been read biblically. Read through a process that takes them up into my body, and through my body
into the artwork. My own transubstantiation, a textual alchemy.

A particular text that followed me as I followed it through this period of study was Foucault, by Giles
Deleuze (1992). I had been grappling with my own reading of Foucault’s works and Deleuze’ text
opened up a bigger picture, a new point of access. I feel that Deleuze helps to make clear just what is
at stake in Foucault’s thinking. That it represents a fundamentally different approach to
understanding the world. These ‘world changing’ thinkers have always attracted me, from Nietzsche
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to Heidegger, there is something about the ‘revelation’ within the scope of philosophical endeavour
that resonates.

Part of the attraction to Deleuze’ text is that it is a passionate reading of Foucault, one that
resonates with my own mode of reading biblically. The stakes are made plain, and something new
and positive will be brought to bear.

Figure 1:Childhood bible used in I AM A TEXT, 2018.
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THE FOUCAULT/DELEUZE ASSEMBLAGE
Gilles Deleuze was a close friend and contemporary of Foucault’s during his life and writer of one of
the most concise and well written portraits’ of his thought, simply titled Foucault. The book stands,
as the author intended, as a portrait of Foucault’s philosophy, a portrait of his thought, and is
expounded in a way that perhaps only someone as close to his thought, as Deleuze was, could
construct. And yet, this text is not a mere explication of Foucault’s thinking, a Foucault for Dummies,
a reader. Frédéric Gros explains that Deleuze seeks to “understand Foucault” (Morar, 2016, p. 3206)
which differs immensely from mere commentary. For Deleuze to understand an author “is to be able
to dream her: knowing how to direct her thought along the twists and turns that thought takes […]
trying to navigate an author by following the current of a thought, even if it’s known that the
direction no longer even belongs to this thought as such.” (Morar, 2016, p. 3213: Kindle). Thus,
Deleuze’s Foucault is a Deleuzian Foulcault, an assemblage or conjunction that pushes the thought
of both philosophers into uncharted zones.

The bodies of work presented here are my attempt at understanding or processing these writers
through my body and into my practice. In my own way, I have read them biblically, taken seriously
the consequences of a world that looks much other than I have previously understood it, and
explored the possibilities of that perception on my creative practice.

READING THIS TEXT
Charting its course through the four exhibitions: YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD, I AM A TEXT,
THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH and APOCRYPHILIA, this document, as with each body of work,
explores themes relating to my own textual entanglements. Biblical text is always present; however,
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each exhibition is also an encounter with another canon, that of the life’s work and formidable
oeuvre of Michel Foucault and the interpretation of that thought by Giles Deleuze.

Conceptually, I am interested in notions of text, what and where it is and if it can be located in the
body. In terms of the material of mediums I use, I’m interested in wax, and the way I might employ
text and notions of the body or flesh as materials within my practice. Theoretically, I am interested
in the work of Foucault and Deleuze, the influence their thought had on one another. I am
interested in the space between them. Michael O’Rourke4 would call this the ‘rhizome’ between
them; the Foucault/Deleuze assemblage. (O'Rourke, F**k Foucault (The Nows and Thens of Queer
Theory 2/5), 2015)

The bodies of work presented here become in their own way a new rhizome between my
engagement with Foucault’s writings and Deleuze’ writing on Foucault. Exploring the connections
between their thinking and the ways that thinking echoes and finds resonance within my own
practice and the objects with which my practice is concerned.

YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD is a body of work that initially laid out the possibility of a conjunction
between Foucauldian thinking and my own suspicions regarding text and the body. I AM A TEXT is a
body of work that explores the nature of the statement, a key concept in Foucault’s The Archaeology
of Knowledge; THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH is an installation interrogating the diagram, a key
formulation within Foucault’s genealogical method for the intersection of knowledge and power and
the tool for mapping a new kind of historical analysis; APOCRYPHILIA is the final exhibition, bringing
all the work together; a new body of work engaging with Foucauldian notions of power and

4

Writer and lecturer at in the school of Arts and Psychotherapy at Independent Colleges, Dublin.
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subjectivity, spinning off from the three prior exhibitions towards an articulation of what I have been
trying to uncover; a way to articulate the intersection of text and the body.

Accordingly, each exhibition charts Deleuze’s key movements through Foucault’s thought. Within
each of the exhibition sections I will unpack these movements and trace the lines of that thought as
it has impacted on my own. Of course, these bodies of work are not about Deleuze’s Foucault as
such. It is simply that there is a line that goes through the text; the work undergoes the text. There
are, however, other lines. Lines that warp and weave to form textures constructed of both
theoretical and material intersections; separate, however, intertwined.

MEDIUM
The three materials with which I concern myself primarily within my practice are wax, text and flesh.
There is something jarring about this statement, I know. For while wax as an employed material
make sense enough, one can think it reasonable to take wax up, as many have to melt, shape, meld
and apply. Flesh seems rather untenable, and also it is a loaded term, why not rather say meat, or
skin? In either case I am using neither meat, nor skin in any literal manner. I am, however, using the
body. I am invoking notions of carnality and transformation as painterly gestures; to see what
happens as those brush strokes solidify and dissolve again across the surface of the work. Text also
sits awkwardly as a designated material. I could simply say paper and ink, printed pages, or books.
That text has a materiality is nothing controversial. However, employing text as a material provokes
certain questions about its nature, about how it is constructed; to be used as many artist have as a
key material concern in their work.
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WAX
Within my practice, wax is the material that best demonstrates queerness. It is fluid, transformative,
crosses binaries with ease. It is fleshy, embodied, desirable, touchable. It smells, it is sexy, it feels
great against the skin. It is hard and soft, hot and cool, it sweats, it cracks, it self-repairs taking on
new forms. Wax is a very queer material.

There is something so proximal and primal in wax as flesh. Something so close it makes sense of
every time as a child my first impulse with a burning candle was to drip it onto my hands. Peeling the
searing drips to reveal a double of the lines on my palms. And so too I have worked to produce my
own encaustic recipe, one build for the extremes of the tropics, that has the capacity in a more
abstracted way to simulate, replicate and sublimate flesh, not just as human tissue, but also as
pleasure and desire.

A lifelong love of wax as a material, has meant Belgian artist Berlinde de Bruyckere has developed a
deep and nuanced understanding of is properties and strengths. She has developed multiple recipes
for creating wax mixtures with different properties to achieve different effects. The colour palate is
opaque and fleshy, layered into the cast moulds with the creams and rose pigments the first to be
applied, followed by deeper rouges, yellows, purples and blues. Once the mould has been layered
with the wax, heat is applied which fuses the layers. With the application of stronger heat, or heat
applied for longer times, the deeper, internal coloured layers are drawn to the outer surface,
creating the devastatingly visceral vascular patinas and bruised surfaces that are so iconic to
Bruyckere’s animal and human sculptural forms. (Bruyckere, 2015)
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Figure 2: Berlinde De Bruyckere. Met tere huid / Of tender skin’, 2014, installation view, Hauser &
Wirth London, © Berlinde De Bruyckere.

I am interested in these fleshy possibilities of wax, bringing out a sense of the depth of fleshy
textures and tones. Bruyckere, through her sculpture pushes bodily forms and flesh covered surfaces
in strange directions. Hybrid forms where human figures morph into tree branches, when bodily
limbs defy the conventions of anatomical form. The viewer is left with a looming question of exactly
what it is that they are viewing. Likewise, I am looking in my own work to leverage wax’s fleshiness.
Creating surfaces and screens where bodies and bodily textures can appear, and playing with the
idea of bodies of text, rendering text in wax.
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TEXT
When referring to text, I am thinking of ‘the Text’ (with a capital ‘T’). In Roland Barthes essay From
Work to Text (1977) he proposes distinctions between works of literature on the one hand (things
that can he held in libraries for example) and the text on the other (things that are held in language
and represent a methodological field) (Barthes, 1977, p. 2) It is in this sense that I am engaging with
Biblical texts amongst others.

When I use the word text, I am thinking of biblical texts as located within a social field: its legal
frameworks, traditions, communities of adherence, institutions, detractors. The position of authority
it assumes; its canonical status. I am thinking of biblical texts as an exemplar par excellence of ‘The
Text’. Although I engage with biblical texts directly, I am also invoking them allegorically. This
engagement as mentioned earlier is a style of reading, ‘reading biblically’, a style that can be
employed for reading other texts.

It is in Barthes’ assertion that the text is paradoxical, resisting categorisation and hierarchies
(Barthes, 1977, p. 5) I find a resonance with my own type of reading. As with Sinfeild’s reading
against the grain and Sedgwick’s reparative reading I find Barthes’ idea of the text as paradoxical
helpful in articulating my own textual play between canon and apocrypha, the idea of shifting the
text into another space as a form of meaning making and resistance.

Text in my practice usually is employed as statements stencilled on to a panel or a wall in wax. I am
highlighting the fluid nature of the text and is capacity to mutate and transform. I am interested in
how the text will be read differently by others and the collective experience of multiple meanings.
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I am working in the shadow of artists whose text based work has inspired my own. Artists such as
Glenn Ligon and Peter Maloney who I refer to in chapter two.

FLESH
I invoke a sense of flesh though my use of wax also through my allusions to and creation of bodies of
text. I also take up flesh as a medium with the use of my own body and performance within the
work. Flesh is invoked through nakedness, campness, through a drag sensibility and the presentation
of gender as ambiguous. It is present in the work though video, sometimes on a screen and
sometimes projected onto the wax as flesh on flesh. The video aspect of the work is also a reflection
on my own physical presentation and position as a queer body in the world.

Feminist scholar Judith Butler introduces the concept of performativity (our actions, words,
behaviours and discourses) as constitutive of rather than a by-product of identity. (David, Coffey,
Connolly, Nayak, & Reay, 2006, p. 422) In much the same way that Michel Foucault reveals sexuality
as discursively formed5, Butler provides an account of gender that reveals it as contingent on
practices (performances) rather than as something biologically determined. In fact, even what we
have come to understand as biologically determined sex (to which gender is assumed to correlate) is
itself a construction. (Butler, Bodies that matter: On the discursive limits of "sex"., 1993, p. 5)
For Butler, gender is performative, constituted through a series of acts. “Gender cannot be
understood as a role which either expresses or disguises an interior 'self,' whether that 'self' is
conceived as sexed or not. As performance which is performative, gender is an 'act,' broadly
construed, which constructs the social fiction of its own psychological interiority.” (Butler,
Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory, 1988,

5

More discussion on Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, vol 1 (1978) in chapter three.
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p. 528) If this is true, then the assumed stability of a ‘natural’ and internal heterosexuality is in fact a
series of learnt and enforced practices that come to inscribe reinforce themselves in individuals and
societies over lifetimes; an act that could be performed otherwise.

Butler highlights the potential of queer performances of gender to subvert and interrupt the
perception of the normative as natural. The incongruity of drag, for example, “implicitly reveals the
structure of gender itself – as well as its contingency.” (Butler, Gender Trouble, 1990, p. 187)

Video has been the technology by which I have brought my own subversive performativity into my
work, the manner in which I employ my own flesh.

WAX, TEXT, FLESH
The three mediums speak to each other, there is something fleshy in the wax, there is something
bodily in the text, there is the capacity for dissolution across all mediums. So how does this
translate, or rather how are all three materialise a queer practice? Here I will borrow from scholar,
author and feminist Elizabeth Grosz’ thinking on materiality. “Life protracts, extends and transforms
some of the qualities of inorganic matter into its own organic conditions; and in turn, life adds to
materiality the conditions of virtuality or becoming-otherwise that the material universe already
contains but cannot directly express.” (Grosz, 2012, p. 2) I suppose every artist has an orientation
towards the material stuff of their practice. It must resonate in some way that is more than
symbolic. And whist the texts I interrogate throughout the four bodies of work produced during this
study lean heavily into the discursive nature of our lived experience, I see a truth in what Grosz says
here of the conjunction with meaning, the material world and the way we walk through it.
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I want a certain strangeness to pervade my work, not only in the way that it is presented, but also
shot through in the way I use materials and technology. My hope is that this describes a kind of
queer, technical method. In the end though I feel along with Eve Sedgwick, “that what it takes--all it
takes--to make the description "queer" a true one is the impulsion to use it in the first person.”
(Sedgwick, Tendencies, 1993, p. 9)
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CHAPTER ONE: YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD

ARTISTS STATEMENT
Christ was the Word made flesh
His flesh was the bread of
life
broken.
Disciples ate his flesh so that they
might never again hunger.
Predicated on this cannibalistic miracle
is the church.
Foucault argues that throughout history
the church set about
- rather than to repress to name the myriad ways that flesh could
be eaten
pulled
torn
masticated
swallowed.
The word becomes flesh
the flesh becomes words
I also want to be eaten.
An embodiment of the text;
an embodied text.
In what way can a body be
considered a textual object?
Isn’t this a queer notion?
What is the text and what does it mean
when it is a body?
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A body of text?

SPANKING THE TEXT IN
If one was a member of the Koorong Christian Book Club in the late
1980’s one could stock up on any number of devotional items to
augment one’s spiritual practice. Pitched to an Evangelical market
one could buy books on speaking in tongues, prophecy, the meaning of
love, how to get married, how to stay married, how to be a woman or
a man of God; you name it. Christian music spanned all genres from
classical to rap, and one could purchase a vast array of biblical
translations and paraphrases. T-shirts and other fashion items were
also available. In fact, all entertainment and media were catered
for, rendering the believer little need to consume from the ‘secular
world’.
At that time, broader debate around child discipline raged around in
the West; to spank or not to spank, that was the question. Obviously
Evangelical Christianity had an answer, one straight from the
scriptures, “Those who spare the rod hate their children, but those
who love them are diligent to discipline them.” (Proverbs 13:24
NRSV) or as it has entered the vernacular, “Spare the rod and spoil
the child”.
If Christian doctrine had an answer, the Koorong catalogue had a
product to match it. In this case - to compliment a suite of books
on the issue; instructing the struggling parent on the Biblical
position on discipline; how to spank one’s children with love; how
to wait if one is angry and only hit one’s children when one is
calm, and so on - one could purchase a wooden paddle, made from
quality marine ply and contoured to the adult hand. Inscribed on one
side was a paraphrase of the first part of Proverbs 22:6, “Train up
a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not
depart from it.” In bold capitals were the words, “YOU TRAIN YOUR
CHILD”.
This spanking paddle, a manifestation of scriptural text, held
within it the promise of keeping one’s children on the straight and
narrow, a tool to guide them through the follies of youth; to temper
the demonstrations of original sin. Disobedience of parents was
rebellion against God and this scripturally inscribed spanking
paddle would play its part in the nurturing of a righteous life.
Through the paddle ‘the text’ transfers from the book to the
backside. What is this transference? Thus inscribed, the text makes
its way into the legs; text walking; behaviour informed. What is
this text? Isn’t this a queer notion? The Word becomes flesh.
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Figure 3: Matthew van Roden, YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD, 2017, installation view.

YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD attempts to find an access point, a point of relation to the notion of the
Word (Logos) becoming flesh in the gospel of St. John. To find an experience, perhaps a practice
where the Word (Biblical texts more generally) came into my flesh, to be animate within my body.

In essence the exhibition centres around the story of an object that was present in my house
growing up, an object used as a tool for and symbol of discipline, a discipline called for by God for
the raising of children who would go on to lead upright and righteous lives. The object was a
spanking paddle, the kind of thing a Dominatrix would at least keep in their dungeon. Nevertheless,
it was an object in our family home which took pride of place above the television; a constant
reminder of the expectation of respect and submission. Engraved with a bible verse, this object quite
literally stamped the Word (Bible) into our tender young and impressionable flesh, transforming the
text through the flesh into the texts moral imperative: obedience.
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The question of the location of text in the body is central to my practice. Of course, asking where it
resides seems interesting, however, how it resides - a question of embodied manifestations; the
word made flesh, the text as flesh – how it transforms and is transformed by movement have been
the locale for my investigations.

These questions raised by a suspicion of, or rather, a recognition of the textual construction of my
own body, my texted flesh; the way it moves, articulates, comports, outputs. Observing an excess, a
spilling out of the text, more than an orientation towards it, rather, an in-filling, as if the text were in
some way spirited, animate, yet limitlessly transferable, multipliable; something that can be poured
into another without ever drying up. Like the living water spoken of in the gospel of St. John (John
4:13), that when you drink it you never thirst again, only not because you stop drinking, rather, that
somehow drinking is productive, and act of multiplication. The One who could give this living water,
according to the writings of the apostle was indeed a fleshy text, the World made flesh and walking
among us. (John 1:1-13)

My practice and the question of this research has centred on this movement, this walking,
wandering text. How, through my body, it transforms, mutates, veers and appears as otherwise text.

It would be a lie to say I began laying out these lines of enquiry at the start my research. In fact, at
least initially I had in mind to ‘get a few things out of my system’. I had an idea for a small wax text
installation and built a little exhibition around it which was shown in Pirrie Space, an independent
contemporary art space in the bunker of an old concrete house in Parap, Darwin NT.

Reflecting on St. John’s statement of the Christ as the ‘Word become flesh’, considering the
queerness of that metamorphosis, the possibility of that inscription of text to, or rather, into bodies.
Reflecting on the inscriptions I understand as in some way within my own body, and the manner
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through which they came to be thus inscribed. Reflecting also on Michel Foucault’s conceptions of
power in The history of sexuality, Vol 1. The first exhibition through which I have charted my
research, YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD was born.

Figure 4: Matthew van Roden, YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD, 2017, installation view.
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The exhibition consisted of three parts: A diptych of wax stencilled text on wax plate prints,
mounted on wooden panels; an installation of 18 wooden spanking paddles with wax stencilled text;
and a circular wax plate print on paper.

Alongside the theoretical concerns of the work, the exhibition functioned as an exploration of the
materials employed; how they appeared and were disappeared in each of the works.

Figure 5: Matthew van Roden, YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD, 2017, installation view.
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INTRODUCING VIDEO INTO MY PRACTICE

Figure 6: Matthew van Roden, Queer space, 2017, digital still.

For a few years in my early twenties I performed as a drag queen in the gay club in my town. I felt
very earnestly at the time that I was a performance artist. That rather than drag as a parody of
women, it was a performance of queerness, a productive strangeness. It turns out that I was being
read very differently by the audiences at the time, and I left drag performance behind in pursuit of a
different creative life.

The introduction of video work into my practice saw me bringing my own campy and ambiguous
drag back with a kind of vengeance.

I had determined from the beginning of my Masters research that I would leave the figurative
behind. I had relied heavily on the figure in order to express the notion of queer, possibly I was really
only giving a sense of ‘gay’. Nonetheless I wanted to focus on materiality and text and texture to
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explore in a less obvious and hopefully more sophisticated and indeed visceral manner, an
exploration of the fleshy queerness of those material concerns.

In 2017, local curator Koulla Roussos was invited by fellow curator Julie Collins to pull together video
work from NT artists to present at the inaugural Biennale of Australian Art, held in Ballarat, Victoria
in September 2018. Around the same time, Roussos had secured other funding in order to curate a
series of Darwin, CBD laneway activations. This activation included ‘experimental video’ and Roussos
asked if I would be interested in contributing to the project with the view to developing future video
works for the Biennale.

Up to that point my experience with video had been very limited, however, I was keen to
experiment and develop my editing skills. Also, in some way I felt that it would be an interesting
dynamic to bring to the work that I was doing. I guess I couldn’t keep the figurative away for too
long, however I feel like it was absolutely the right thing to do to bring it back as in a digital form. I
was interested in what could happen in-between the binary of digital and analogue, to see how
within my practice, I could find an interesting synthesis. I had felt ‘the body’, or at least an idea of
embodiment was present in the use of the wax, that the flesh was absolutely there, however there
was something direct and magical about being able to place my own body into the work through
video. The question then became, how to bring these elements together in a meaningful way; I AM
A TEXT was the first exhibition to attempt this.

WORK IN FOCUS: SAVE YOURSELF - https://vimeo.com/239337928
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Figure 7: Matthew van Roden, Save yourself, 2018, digital still.

In hindsight, the second of these laneway video projects was an early manifestation of where my
thinking was heading. The work named Save yourself was a video version of a performance piece I
had written and performed at a queer party as a part of the 2017 Darwin Pride Festival march. It was
a particularly well supported festival as the Marriage Equality debate roared on in National
Australian politics.

I have always been pro equality (although I feel the term is often conveniently and disappointingly
vague), however, I am generally sceptical regarding the institution of marriage. I always thought if
you really believed in equality you should get a divorce. After all, that is when things are really
weighed and measured. Also, my suspicion is that there are other forms, including non-conjugal
arrangements, that would suit queers and even hetero populations better. Nevertheless, against the
back drop of Marriage Equality fervour, I delivered a performance dressed as a nun, delivering a
testimony of the nuns encounter with God and the message they had received for seeking new ways
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of being and being together. It was this piece that I shoot at home and edited together for the
Darwin CBD laneway projects second round.

In looking back at that work in the light of where my research has led, I can see that I was attempting
to write a text in an apocryphal mode. Yes, it was satirical, however it was attempting to interrupt a
discourse (Specifically, LGBTIQ civil rights discourse with regard to Marriage Equality within the
LGBTIQ community in Darwin) with the creative promise of an otherwise. Finding a way to interrupt
an almost canonised argument for inclusion into an absolutely canonised institution, namely,
marriage. My strategy was the creation of an apocryphal text, a divine intervention for our time, a
miraculous appearance of a God who reveals herself as otherwise than the dominant discourse has
hither unto disclosed. A new saint for a new age.
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CHAPTER TWO: I AM A TEXT

ARTIST STATEMENT
The scaffold of my life is essentially a religious one. I’m a
sceptic, I don’t believe in Monotheism, but raised as I was, the
text as it was mediated to and through me; I am the illegitimate
child of nurture and nature. So, my beginning point, whether I like
it or not (and I always like it) often subconsciously however, is a
concept from that scaffold.
In the case of I AM A TEXT , an exhibition so obviously an inside
out, three hundred and sixty degrees view of that selfsame scaffolding, the spatial dimensions of the work are Trinitarian
in structure and tone:
Father. Son. Holy Ghost; This. That. Otherwise.
I’m asking “Where is the line where my body ends and the text
begins?” and vice versa. What are the material limitations on
whatever kind of thing a ‘the text’ is, and can my body be one? I am
also asking a question about the nature of my creative practice, one
which I assert is decidedly queer and textual (because the text
is always already there). So, what is both queer about a textual
creative practice and what is textual about a queer creative
practice? Queering the text is easy, however, is the text itself, by
its very nature queer?

37

I AM A TEXT is a body of work that work speaks about the inevitability of a certain mode or style of
writing and making which constitutes my practice. It is the making obvious the scaffold within which
I move and practice in the world. That scaffold, clearly, being one constructed from a certain
religious rearing through which I was dragged and dragged myself; a scaffold into which texts are fed
and hermeneutically legitimised; a scaffold within which discourses become doctrines; a scaffold,
the contents of which I have long since emptied, nonetheless still informs my new constructions,
formulations and articulations. I AM A TEXT is the articulation of a certain aesthetic mode that,
whilst not uniquely mine, is constitutive of what makes the possibility of my practice unique.

Figure 8: Matthew van Roden, I AM A TEXT, 2018, installation view.

I AM A TEXT is an exploration of the power and primacy of the ‘statement’ and its fundamental role
in the formation of discursive formulations, as described in Foucault’s The Archaeology of
Knowledge (Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, 1972). It felt
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important following a body of work that introduced the idea of text in my body (YOU TRAIN YOUR
CHILD) to develop a body of work that made a clearer statement about my body as textual.

The centrepiece (altarpiece) of I AM A TEXT is a projected video which fills the centre wall. Before
the projection, on a plinth, is an open bible with all the pages torn out from the beginning of Genesis
to the end of Revelation. The book is the first ‘grown up’ bible my parents had bought me when I
was fifteen years old, which I found in a box upon returning from ten years in London. I have used
each of those pages to create previous artworks. It felt important that a book which had been so
significant in my life be honoured in some way, also it was a physical, and psychic manifestation of
my deconstructing of that text; my life as it had been an embodiment of that text.

The projection behind leather-bound bible cover creates a Maestà; an alter to the text and its
possibilities. The projection contains images of a specific text also, a text that looks biblical;
considered ‘intertestamental’; in fact, apocryphal, although it has jumped in and out – or should I
say, torn and re-stitched – out and into the cannon throughout its chequered history.

The text is a portion of the second book of the Maccabees (NRSV, 2 Maccabees Chapter 7, 1995, pp.
180-182); highlighted, parts of a story involving a mother and her seven sons, brought before the
Royal courts of marauding dictator Antiochus IV Epiphanies, and required - for sport - to eat pork on
pain of death. With each son’s refusal comes a final speech and a mortal blow, until, standing before
her slain offspring, the mother refuses also and is put to the sword.

What piques my interest are the last words of the sons. Their monologues chart significant
cosmological and theological shifts which find, I believe – a conclusion in the fully fleshed out
concept of the resurrection (vis-à-vis the Christ). As the sons are put to death they lament the
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suffering that they experience in the world, even after having followed righteously the law in a
cosmology where God was above, on the mountain, so to speak; mankind on the earth, ever trying
to ascend; and the realm of the dead below the earth. The cosmonaut sons begin to envision a
reward for faithfulness in a hereafter, an ascent rather than a decent. It’s a sketchy, fractured vision,
however, one I think is a clear bridge to our modern concept of heaven and eternal glory,
resurrected with Christ.

So, on the one hand, in the work I am highlighting this particular narrative to say something broader
on ‘who’ gets to do this tearing out of books and pages, and on what basis. What it forecloses, and,
if we dig a little deeper, discloses. Also, it is a statement on the agency I have, or give myself, to do
some ripping also.

Figure 9: Matthew van Roden, I AM A TEXT, 2018, installation view.
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FOUCATLT’S STATEMENTS
Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowledge (Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the
Discourse on Language, 1972) takes history as its object of study and analysis. His approach when
looking at historical documents and objects is to come to an understanding of how they are possible
as such, building a new image of what knowledge is to human experience, of what is consists, how it
operates and organises the things that are said and seen (Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge
and the Discourse on Language, 1972, pp. 5 - 6). Foucault seeks to challenge the idea that history
follows in time with continuity and consistency; one moment leading to the next in more or less
uninterrupted unfolding evolution toward a teleological end. The more Foucault studies ideas and
concepts and the way that are talked about and documented, he finds instead inconsistencies,
discontinuities, ruptures, breaks; transformations and mutations. The Archaeology of Knowledge is
an effort to uncover the objects of epistemological, metaphysical and phenomenological concerns as
historical in nature, which, through an analysis more akin to archaeology can be revealed and
understood.

The statement lies at the very heart of Foucault’s conception of knowledge, and a key insight to his
archaeological method. (Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language,
1972, pp. 79-80) Before understanding what that means, it is perhaps beneficial to understand for
Foucault, and for philosophical enquiry in general, precisely what is at stake; namely the nature of
human experience.

A statement is neither sentence, proposition or phrase. (Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge
and the Discourse on Language, 1972, p. 86) What marks the latter list are the possibility of
reproducibility; the ability for them to be said again and again without essential change. Statements
can sound the same as propositions and phrases, contain the same words, however, there is
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something specific about them, something rare; tied to something bigger than the statement, of
which it is both constitutive and fundamentally necessary (discursive formations). The identity of the
statement “is tied to the temporal and spatial specificity of the act, whereas a proposition or a
sentence can be repeated indefinitely in an endless variety of settings.” (Webb, 2013) Deleuze gives
the example of the following statement, ‘For a long time I used to go to bed early…’ informing us
that “the phrase remains the same, while the statement appears different according to whether or
not we associate it with a specific subject or with the author Proust.” (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 7)
In this way, the specificity of the statement is less about its content (as in its words and internal
meaning) and more about its connectivity or links with something of which it is a part; the space it
shares and the function it holds within those spaces.

Discovering a statement, requires a shifting of perspective, a different kind of seeing. If a sentence
can be at the same time both a phrase or a proposition and a statement, and if there is a radical
differentiation in its being either one or the other. How do we account for the gap in-between?
What is revealed in that void? Furthermore, there are statements that are not even sentences.
Foucault cites the first five letters of the French keyboard, ‘AZERT’, when written down in a manual
are a statement about the first five letters of the French keyboard. However, the actual first five
letters on a French keyboard are not themselves a statement. (Foucault, The Archaeology of
Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, 1972, pp. 85-86)

So, a statement cannot be reduced to words (AZERT is not a word), sentences (AZERT is also not a
sentence) nor can a statement be reduced to the things it is a statement about (keyboard letters are
not themselves statements). A statement does, however, have a relationship to all of these. These
distinct relations are important for Foucault because it moves his concept of the statement from
being a mere building block of language, something from which to construct discourse per se, rather,
the statement appears as a function; the ontology of language. Deleuze speaks of this movement as
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a paradox: language “coagulates” forming is linguistic structures (words, propositions, phrases), only
in order to “facilitate the distribution or dispersion of statements” (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 18)

Foucault’s insights on the nature of statements is, in my view, relevant particularly to text-based art,
or art with text. The statement as different to the sentence, as requiring a shift in perspective to be
revealed is a key insight into the power of text in creative practice.

In the following section ‘I AM’ sentences reveal their double nature as statements. Statements that
have been made by artists such as Glenn Ligon and Peter Maloney who have been influential in my
own work.

I AM, I AM A MAN, I AM A TEXT
In ancient Biblical times, the mountain was where you went to meet with God. And so it was, that
from within a burning bush that was yet not consumed on Mount Horeb, the voice of God calls out
to Moses to take off his sandals, for the ground on which he is standing is holy (NRSV, Exodus,
Chaper 3, 1995, p. 51). Moses, who had until that point been dutifully tending to his father-in-law,
Jethro’s sheep, was about to be implicated in a political insurrection that would see the
emancipation from Egyptian slavery of the Hebrew nation. It seems that Moses was as concerned
about his reception from the people of Israel as he was regarding that of the Egyptian Pharaoh;
wondering if the people would ask the name of the God who sent him. God replies that his name is ‘I
AM that I AM’; a statement; a name so primary to Being; a name also so mysterious, it echoes
through the centuries and theology has contented itself with hermeneutical pursuit ever since.

Moses heeds the Lords commands, and goes down to Egypt. Through signs and miracles, plagues
and pestilence, an Angel of Death to kill the firstborn of all in the land who have not spilled sacrificial
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blood including the Pharaoh’s beloved son and heir; Moses negotiates the emancipation and
liberation of the Israelites. Nevertheless, it was 40 years from emancipation to finally entering into
the land the Lord had promised. A messy affair by all accounts, and one that Moses himself would
not enjoy. Toward the end of his life and after a wearying political career, Moses gives his final
blessings to the people and ascends to the top of Mount Nebo. It is here the Lord shows him the full
extent of the lands that He had promised to Abraham, father of Israel, saying to Moses, “I have let
you see it with your eyes, but you will not cross over there.” (Deuteronomy 34:4) With these last
words, Moses dies.

Figure 10: Byzantine mosaic depicting Moses and the Burning Bush, from St. Catherine's Monastery, Sinai.
https://www.haaretz.com/1.5045102 (accessed 3 February, 2019

In February 1968, African American sanitation workers in Memphis, Tennessee began a strike
against unfair working conditions and wage discrimination. The nation’s attention towards the
action was intensified by the support lent to it by clergyman and civil rights activist and leader
Martin Luther King Jr. It was during the almost three-month strike action that King was assassinated
on the balcony of room 306 at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis (Gribben, 2007).

The marching strikers had invoked the slogan ‘I AM A MAN’, which was emblazoned on placards and
posters in bold capital letters with the word ‘AM’ underlined. Posters were hung around the necks of
the workers as they marched in peaceful protest calling for equality.
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Before his death, King made his famous I’ve been to the Mountaintop speech at the Mason Temple.
Concluding his Speech, King declares, “I've been to the mountaintop... And I've looked over. And I've
seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a
people, will get to the promised land! And so, I'm happy, tonight. I'm not worried about anything.
I'm not fearing any man. My eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!” (King, 1968) He
died the following day.

Figure 11: Striking members of Memphis Local 1733 hold signs whose slogan symbolized the sanitation workers' 1968
campaign. via Walter P. Reuther Library/Wayne State University From JSTOR Daily, https://daily.jstor.org/how-thememphis-sanitation-strike-changed-history/ (accessed 3 February, 2019)

Decades later, on a High School field trip to meet his local congress representative, a young Glenn
Ligon saw an original I AM A MAN placard framed and on the wall in the office of the then
Congressman for Harlem, Charles Rangel. The image stayed with Ligon who at the time was unaware
of the context of the print, yet for whom it remained a powerful image. Fifteen years later, in 1988,
Ligon recreated the image as a painting “not knowing what to do with it, but, finally finding a form
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for it.” (Ligon, 2013) Materials employed in its creation include oil and enamel paints, paints that
don’t go well together due to chemical construction and differing drying times. When you study
closely the surface of the work, you see rough patches, cracks, fissures, yellowed spots and other
irregularities. These ruptures are the result of incongruous layers and point to the artists’ intention
for the historical concerns of the work. There is a charming double in this: The image being primarily
historical; the history of the Memphis city sanitation workers strike, the history of the Civil Rights
Movement, the memory of the first encounter with an original of which it is both a copy and an itself
an original; Also, imbued by way of process and technique, the very materiality of the works speaks
to historical formations, memory and moments of rupture. The painting stayed in Ligon’s studio for
years, unseen. Nevertheless, it was a painting that the artist thought a lot about, (Ligon, 2013) and it
was in many way formative of what would come to define much of Ligon’s future works: the use of
black and white and text as a material.

Untitled (I am a man) [figure13] is a work about history, about the relationship to history from one
generation to the next. Also of the relationships that successive generations may have to civil rights
discourses, to racism, concepts of masculinity, even the role of art. It is also the portrait of a
question of identity for an openly gay African American man.
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Figure 12: Glenn Ligon, Untitled (I Am a Man), 1988, oil and enamel on canvas, 101.6 × 63.5 cm. National Gallery of Art
collection, Patrons' Permanent Fund and Gift of the Artist. From https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-objectpage.159784.html (Accessed on 3 February, 2019)

Years later Ligon tells of visiting a friend who worked as a conservator in a museum. In his friend’s
office was an image of a Jasper Johns painting and there was handwriting all over the image.
Inquiring as to the purpose of the image and the writing, Ligon discovered that it was a condition
report; part of the typical process of acquisition or handling of works by a museum as to highlight
conservation issues and concerns. Immediately, Ligon thinks of his painting and has it scanned and
his friend performs a condition report, highlighting all the cracks, fissures, marks and stains. Ligon
creates a new work, two high resolution digital prints from scans of the original painting, one of
which has a silkscreen of the condition report marks printed as a juxtaposition over the top. (Ligon,
2013) The two works displayed together speak to the process of history, also, becoming a
meditation on the age of the work, its life and its position as a diagram of the artist practice. By now
it is a copy of a copy of a copy of a statement belonging to a civil rights discursive formation; a
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powerful statement of resistance, echoing through the decades, and through the life of an artist
through whom the statement can, along certain readings, be repeated, yet not without rupture and
transformation.

Figure 13: Glenn Ligon, Condition report, 2009, diptych digital print and screen print on paper. © Glenn Ligon; courtesy
Thomas Dane Gallery, London. From https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/ligon-condition-report-l02822 (Accessed on 3
February, 2019)

In homage to Ligon, artist Hank Thomas Willis takes Untitled (I am a man) and reworks it into 20 new
statements, rendered by slicing the words up and rearranging them, adding new words and even
numbers and mathematical equations to create new meanings, yet still participating in the original.
Again, these works are copies of copies of copies of copies, at least, and who knows the diffuse
connections rendered through the hand of the artist and he rearranges and reorders the text:

I AM A MAN
AM I A MAN
A MAN I AM
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I AM I AM
I AM AM I
I AM MAN
I AM THE MAN
I AM HUMAN
I AM AMEN
… and so on

Figure 14: Hanks Thomas Willis, I AM A MAN 2019, Liquitex on canvas. From http://pica.org/event/hank-willis-thomas/
(accessed on 12/02/2019)
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Figure 15: Peter Maloney, Untitled, 2017, 30 x 30 cm, acrylic & graphite on cotton. From
http://petermaloney.blogspot.com/ (accessed on 12/02/2019)

Figure 16: Peter Maloney, Lost, 2015, photographic collage. From https://www.hotel-hotel.com.au/calendar/beat/
(accessed 12/02/2019)
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Peter Maloney is a hard artist to place. He is the analogue, analogue to the queer tumblr6; the
painterly analogue to the zine. Think Walt Cessna7 and Gio Black Peter8, but not at the after party,
just in the morning, after coffee. His aesthetic is immediately intimate; ghostly. His work evokes a
certain mood: the first light of dawn; the smell of sweat that is not your own; milky skin against cool
enamel. Even his brightest, most luridly coloured works seem to exist in an in-between light;
something you adjust your eyes to, that still has a trace of someone who was just there. That sense
of the disappeared subject is a strong presence in Maloney’s work; underpinned by the impact of his
experiences with HIV and AIDS. He describes his work as “a conversation with mortality.” (French,
1999) And it would seem particularly in his text-based works that mortality is indeed speaking back.

As with Ligon’s I AM A MAN there is the strong notion of a copy of a copy of a copy in Maloney’s
painting. His process often relies on templates he has created on a photocopier, copying over and
over until the composition is right, then painstakingly transposing that template by hand to the
canvas, rendered in paint. Text as a material, likewise often painted to the surface is abstracted from
original sources and rearranged. Copies of copies; the surface of the works are filled with echoes and
reverberations. Each repetition through the passage of time undergoing change.

Repetition and difference permeate the work, creating layers and gaps both texturally and textually.
And it is in these gaps that the statements appear. Maloney’s texts are often described as absurdist,
even at times hysterical. From the perspective of a linguistic interior, the terrain of propositions and
phrases, this is often true. However, If the perspective shifts and the statements come to light, they
create discursive formations, pointing to the disappeared subjects for whom the artist grieves. The
words may be absurd, the work, however, is a text.

6

Prior to the censorship of all adult content in December 2018, effectively erasing many queer archives.
https://visualaids.org/artists/walt-cessna
8
http://www.gioblackpeter.com/
7
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CHAPTER THREE:
THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH

ARTIST STATEMENT
History is not linear and the origin story has an origin.
‘In the beginning’ was always a textual construct,
from a ‘somewhere,
at least as far as it has appeared to us,
passed through rather than down;
passed up as well perhaps in some way or another.
Words that were always a ‘the text’ become flesh,
though of course only in the text,
at first, or at last.
The cycle goes on forever it seems.
A complicated diagram of who said what to whom;
first.
Who saw the light,
what appeared within it,
what we called it;
and all that we shall do in that name.
Until, at last, or at least,
perhaps at once the text does become flesh,
written into us, inscribed on the heart,
manifested in movement; in space;
in the way we make ourselves.
Resistance is futile;
simply another mode of orientation;
relation;
an awkward ‘towards’ that gets closer the further it flees.
So, therefore, this:
an uncomfortable embrace,
an inevitable ‘YES!’
A thorn for the flesh, both ways, that bleeds;
an opening in the body where the words fall out again,
and in the light are rearranged.
The cycle goes on forever it seems.
The Word becomes flesh: The flesh becomes text.
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Figure 17: Matthew van Roden, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH, 2018, digital still.

‘The Word became flesh… and dwelt among us.” (John 1: 1-14) creates the ground for theologising
the incarnation of the Christ; a concept accepted as gospel truth for a huge swathe of the global
population. I take the peculiarity of this text, this singular triumphant statement, and apply its
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miracle, creatively to other possibilities. What happens when words become flesh? What kinds of
flesh can be created?

In this work, I have created an encaustic (wax) flesh field. It contains words stencilled in scar-like
wax, “THE WORD BECOMES FLESH, THE FLESH BECOMES TEXT”. This visceral, flesh-like, ‘porky’
screen gives way to the stilted, shifting, forming, fleshy and exposed movement of my naked body.
An installation blurring the analogue and the digital; the painterly and the performative; the
sculptural and the unscrupulous.

This work explores the space between the digital and the analogue. In the case of this work, the
digital would be a video projection and the analogue a giant fleshy-pink wax screen. How could I
create a work that existed between an ephemeral projection and a solid block of wax? The idea was
that if I created a monochromatic film of my body, I could project it onto the wax screen and it
would take on the colour and texture of the wax surface. I also intended to incorporate wax
stencilled text onto the screen so that my projected body would also take on the text in some
interesting way.
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Figure 18: Matthew van Roden, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH, 2018, installation view.

I constructed again as I had in I AM A TEXT, a grid of nine wooden panels, only this time I didn’t
incorporate any of the Eucharistic blisters. I painted layer after layer of various coloured waxes in
deep reds and purples followed by increasingly paler and pinker and eventually opaque creamy
untinted layers. I worked the layers into each other fusing with a heat gun as I went from one to the
next. Dependent on the amount of heat applied, colours would move between layers in different
ways. My aim was to produce a screen that gave a sense of burnt or damaged flesh; also, something
porky and vulgar; like a slice or mortadella. I remember when the process was finished actually
feeling quite queasy at the sight of something so meaty.

The video consisted of my own body, naked, posing with meditative movements. Various different
bleached out, strikingly white figures would present to the screen which was otherwise a pitch-black
void. When installed, the white projected figure took on the texture and colour of the wax, the
blueish light of the projected pulling out purples and blues from the wax screen. Textured, burnt

56

looking veiny skins danced around the grid, playing with the squares as the figures explored the
space of the grid. As they passed over the stencilled text, the words appeared as thick scars;
beautifully damaged tissue.

Conceptually, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH is the culmination of my thinking through the
somewhat obscure possibilities of my engagement with the first chapter of the Gospel of St John.
Themes I have been playing with since YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD. It is also a more deliberate attempt
to explore the notion of apocrypha, or more specifically to make something that had an apocryphal
flavour. I borrow from both the books of Genesis and St John with the words “In the beginning”
(Genesis 1:1, John 1:1) also playing with other biblical tropes (seeing the light [Acts 3:3-9], thorns in
the flesh [2 Cortinthiana 12:7-10] )

Figure 19: Matthew van Roden, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH, 2018, installation view.
Figure 20: Matthew van Roden, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH, 2018, installation view.
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CREATING THE DIAGRAM: ARTICULATIONS AND VISIBILITIES
The Archaeology of Knowledge was an attempt to uncover the function of the discursive; the
statement, and its role in the formation of knowledge (Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and
the Discourse on Language, 1972). In doing so, Foucault was content (for the time being) to pass
over the non-discursive, leaving it as purely passive and defined as a negation of the discursive
(Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 49). Foucault’s following work, Discipline and Punish (Foucault,
Discipline and Punish, 1975) veered its attention to an analysis of the non-discursive, the forms of
knowledge, and to account for the manner in which these differential terms wove themselves
inextricably together.

Foucault designated English philosopher, Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon as the symbol of the
disciplinarian society. (Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1975, p. 200) The Panopticon is a circular
building walled from floor to ceiling with individual rooms. Each room cannot see into the room next
door, however, opens up to the centre of the building where a single observer can see into each of
the cells from a watchtower. The central tower emits a light, illuminating the rooms and their
occupants. No single cell occupant can see their neighbour, nor the observer in the watchtower,
hidden behind the light. The principle is that, knowing they are being watched, the cell occupants
will regulate their own behaviour accordingly. The system’s efficiency, requiring merely one
observer, is an economy of scale, increasing efficiencies the more the system is dispersed. The more
dispersed is becomes, the less like a building it appears; applied as a system of management and
control of the body in prison but also the school, the hospital, the workplace, public space and even
the private household. In the end, the Panopticon is not a building at all, it is diagram. A diagram of
economic surveillance, mediated through self-regulation. Within the old sovereign episteme, pain of

58

death maintains complicity to the regime; within the new disciplinary episteme, the populace
supervises itself.

So, what marks itself as that which can be seen? What is the possibility of seeing at all? Much as the
statement holds the irreducible possibility of things which can be said, visibilities are the irreducible
possibility of things being seen. It is important to note here that for Foucault these functions and
forms of knowledge are radically outside of each other; irreducible. Deleuze states, “the two
formations are heterogeneous, even though they may overlap; there is no correspondence or
isomorphism, no direct causality or symbolization.” (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 31) Furthermore,
statements are not the contents of language as visibilities are not what things look like.

As with the statement (the articulable), visibilities are revealed as a priori units of knowledge
(Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 59). Visibilities are what can be seen (although not in the same way as
statements are what can be said) in the sense of being the ‘there’ within which things can appear; a
kind of self-evident appearance. What appears as self-evident is not a case of pure matter, rather, a
formation possible within a discourse.

However, there is until now still something missing. Statements (the articulated; language-being)
and visibilities (the seen; light-being) are irreducible. Yet they are entangled, found always together.
So how can we account for their relation? What is the nature of their dance?

For Foucault, power is simply the relation between forces, or rather, “the relation between forces is
a power-relation.” (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 70) In this way statements are related to statements,
and visibilities to visibilities, power (or force-relations) are related to each other; they are relations
of their essences. Although the essences of each three are not the same. Power becomes the
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relational possibility of forces to act upon, and be acted upon. And this is the relationship, the
possibility of movement and affect; the dance of statements and visibilities.

Together statements and visibilities form knowledges, which make and are made possible by the
episteme within which they occur and settle into history. Power flows through, or rather, is the
relationship of combination, movement and change between the spoken and the seen; forming an
open-ended system that is at the same time constituent of and foregrounding the space for the
episteme. This open-ended system is the diagram.9 The picture painted thus far seems pretty bleak
however; in some ways random, in some inevitable. If power relations govern all that we can say
and see, can we ever escape power?

In The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (1978) Foucault applies his genealogical method to an analysis of
sexuality. However, how can this kind of analysis take sexuality as its object of study? Sexuality being
something that seems so intrinsic to human nature and experience; tied up in our desires,
orientations and identities. How can sexuality be said to have a history at all?

Even in asking the questions above, one can see the diagram of the Panopticon taking shape. Sex
being what is brought to light, each citizen a cell of observation, being individualized by their sexual
difference rather than their similitude. Each individual self-monitoring behaviour to conform to an
accepted and reified norm; the state treating and managing rather than incarcerating aberrations. A
picture emerges that sits squarely within a disciplinary episteme.

Foucault first sets out to articulate how we have come to talk about sexuality, outlining ‘the
repressive hypothesis’ (Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol 1: An Introduction, 1978, pp. 17-22).

9

Foucault understands the sovereign age (the age of execution) to be one diagram which mutates into the
disciplinary (age of the prison) diagram.
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Under this rubric, we understand that throughout history, powerful ruling institutions like the church
and the state have sought to repress our sexualities, limiting the scope of our options to
heterosexual forms within the institution of marriage for the express purpose of procreation. Over
time, through fighting for individual rights, and through events like the sexual revolution progressive
societies find increased liberation and sexual freedom. Sex is a truth that seeks its own freedom and
because of this, societies become, over time, more progressive. Foucault will argue that this
narrative is part of a regime of power that seeks to control societies and in buying into that narrative
we become ambassadors for the regime.

For Foucault, the mechanism for the beginning of this unfolding of ‘sex as truth’ was the
confessional, (Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol 1: An Introduction, 1978, p. 58) for which the
contemporary notion of ‘coming out’ is now the modern analogue; at least for the LBGTIQ
experience of coming into society and personal freedom (redemption). The confessional sought to
extract every possible perversion, shining a light deep inside the confessor to bring thing to light that
would indicate sexual sin requiring atonement.

Sex becomes a chief concern of the Bourgeoisie, seeking to maintain class purity and survival
(Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol 1: An Introduction, 1978, p. 120). Sexual desire must be
disciplined and controlled both as a matter of taste and maintenance of social class. Psychiatry
rather than confession becomes the mechanism to shine a light and allow unhealthy deviances from
acceptable norms to appear, articulating and locating new aberrations and pathologies within the
human condition. (Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol 1: An Introduction, 1978, p. 63)

These strategies disperse through the social field. Rather than silencing sex, repressing and
constraining it; institutional practices searched for it, illuminating new spaces where in it could be
found. A science of sex emerges (Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol 1: An Introduction, 1978, pp.
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65-73), articulating sex, desires and pleasures to the finest observable detail, within a larger process
not “bent on pushing rude sex back into some obscure and inaccessible region, but on the contrary,
a process that spreads it over the surface of things and bodies, arouses it, draws it out and bids it
speak, implants it in reality and enjoins it to tell the truth: an entire glittering sexual array, reflected
in a myriad of discourses, the obstination of powers, and the interplay of knowledge and pleasure”
(Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol 1: An Introduction, 1978, p. 72)

Rather than repress, sex is defined, analysed, and its maintenance and control dispersed throughout
the social field. Even the physical design of buildings and public spaces incorporates concerns for
inappropriate sexual behaviour and appropriate management into its structures. Foucault’s entire
discussion and analysis of sexuality leads us towards a new conception of power relations and new
envisioning of the diagram.

In the following section I attempt to read Foucault’s History of Sexuality into the work of art and
artists who take up sexuality as a primary subject.

EXAMPLES OF THE DIAGRAM
In an unashamedly scathing response to Steven Kruger’s10 Gay Internet Medievalism: Erotic Story
Archives, the Middle Ages, and Contemporary Gay Identity, author Scott Herring11 laments the
chronic boredom of the sexual imagination across the terrain of gay pornography and erotic fiction
Kruger takes as the object of his analysis. Sex throughout the corpus of texts is unremarkable,
consisting mainly of “some masturbation, lots of sucking and fucking” (Krugger, 2010, p. 934) with
the occasional eruption of light bondage. Even when sex occurs with more than two participants,

10
11

Professor, English and Medieval Studies at Queens College.
Professor, English and Affiliate Professor, (Krugger, 2010) Gender Studies at Indiana University
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post-climax results in the inevitable solidification of a predestined couple to the relationship of their
dreams/destinies.

Kruger turns his attention to the trope of the bath, a regular device for the “realistic pretext” (Ibid)
of the characters within a given narrative to be collectively naked and have cause to touch each
other. He discusses artist Michael Breyette’s The Baths, used as the cover image of slash fiction12
site, Slashing through History, from Past to Future. Here Kruger invokes Foucault’s reference to the
possibility of a "different economy of bodies and pleasures" (Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol
1: An Introduction, 1978, p. 159) arguing that within those murky, tepid waters of the bathhouse,
men are inducted to new and unknown modes of homoerotic sexual experience.

Breyette’s work owes much to the legacy to Tom of Finland: Hyper-masculine, idealized, almost
exclusively white men, naked and ready (or having, or just having had) sex. However, there are also
present in his work, idyllic scenes of couples (of the same ilk) sharing the perfect Christmas, getting
married, generally living the gay version of the perfect bourgeois life. Unlike Tom of Finland, there is
a distinct lack of subversion, Finland’s, infamous Untitled 1974 work depicting a husband getting
silently sodomised with his erect penis pressing up against the back of the chair in which his wife is
sitting as the happy three watch a film together. Finds its sanitised analogue in Breyette’s kissing
booth, where a handsome young man stands patiently in line for the chiselled seller of kisses, eyes
locked, as the woman in front waits in vain, eyes closed and lips pursed.

12

Fan fiction, typically imagining homosexual themes between the characters.
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Figure 21: TOM OF FINLAND (Touko Laaksonen, Finnish, 1920 - 1991) Untitled, 1974, Graphite on paper. ©1974 Tom of
Finland Foundation. From http://www.worldoftomoffinland.com/xToF_archive.php (Accessed 3 February, 2019).
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Figure 22: Michael Breyette, Kissing Booth, 2016, pastel on pastel paper © Michael Brayette. From
https://www.breyette.com/blog/2015/8/16/new-release-kissing-booth (Accessed 3 February, 2019)

It is particularly the referencing of Breyette’s work that draws the ire of Herring, clearly unimpressed
by the artist oeuvre which can be found on his “online store cum workshop cum blog cum personal
memoir” where you can purchase your own “holiday greeting cards, refrigerator magnets, mouse
pads, tile coasters, glossy postcards, color calendars, t-shirts, and other apparel under the title
‘Strange Affections.’ ” (Herring, 2010, p. 947) Herring sees in Breyette’s drawings, not the attainment
of a radical new conception of bodies and pleasures, not a utopian vision at all. What these works
make visible, rather, are “the disappointments, the frustrations, and the dissatisfactions of the
sexual present despite themselves.” Portraits of boredom that “register the monotony of those who
wait for the possibility of desire.” (Ibid. p. 948-949)
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Clearly Breyette owes the both the confidence of presenting the idealised lives he envisions as well
of the possibility of those visions at all, to the legacy of artists who have come before; people who
broke new ground; the scandalous; the aberrant; those irrepressible luminaries who prevailed over
censorship, found their place in the archive and now enjoy retrospectives in the world’s great
institutions.

Robert Mapplethorpe’s iconic black and white photographs both shocked and thrilled the world in
the late 1970s. Depictions of the New York underground S & M scene emerged well above ground,
much to the consternation of conservative audiences. Mapplethorpe’s highly charged, visceral
portraits of big dicks and fisted arseholes; leather, piss, soiled jockstrap mussels, hooded slaves and
scarification mark the vernacular of this period of his work. If New York was a body, these were its
deepest secrets, its hidden aberrations, its darkest and most horrific desires. Exposing them was as
thrilling as it was appalling. Everything that society had feared of the homosexual was laid bare, even
worse than expected.

In 1989, United States Republican Senator of North Carolina, Jesse Helms took the advent of a
planned retrospective of Mapplethorpe’s work to insight community outrage on the grounds of
public decency. His master plan was to diminish the funding available to National Endowment for
the Arts scheme and Mapplethorpe was the trump card that got him over the line. Helms blatant
homophobia foregrounded Mapplethorpe’s homosexuality and HIV status and brought accusations
of paedophilia and child pornography against the artist into national debate. Despite this,
Mapplethorpe went on to become a cherished American export to the world’s archives, with works
in the most prestigious collections. Obviously, a testament to his talent and vision, yet also this
happens within a frame.
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Richard Meyer13 notes the paradoxical way in which “censorship tends to publicize, reproduce, and
even create the images it aims to suppress…” generating its “own representations of obscenity,
whether in verbal, written, or visual form.” (Meyer, 2003, p. 134) In writing of Helm’s impact on
Mapplethorpe’s career and legacy, notwithstanding all of his efforts to the contrary,
Meyer concludes that it is Helms, “more than anyone other than Mapplethorpe himself, who has
highlighted the social and political power of this photographer's work and who has, however
unwittingly, helped secure a place for that work within the history of art.” (Ibid. p 146)

Art writer and critic Ingrid Sischy said of Mapplethorpe’s legacy, that his “passion as a photographer
came ‘from subjects that have been forced by our culture to be hidden like secrets.’ Homosexuality
is often forced into hiding as a dirty little secret … what Mapplethorpe achieved in his art was not
simply the making visible of the psychic and social splitting that is normally repressed into invisibility,
but that he used his homosexuality as a creative resource with which to explore and open up a
politics of marginality across the multiform relations of class, race, gender, and sexuality in which it
is actually lived.” (Mercer, 1991, p. 193)

13

Robert and Ruth Halperin Professor in Art History at Stanford University.
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Figure 23: Robert Mapplethorpe, Self Portrait with Whip (from the "X Portfolio"), 1980, RC-print, 18.5 x 18.5 cm © Robert
Mapplethorpe Foundation. From http://www.artnet.com/artists/robert-mapplethorpe/self-portrait-with-whip-from-the-xportfolio-btd20EbiPdiO1SqZiJ5zEQ2 (Accessed 3 February, 2019)

One can draw arbitrary lines through any number of points, however, reflecting back on the diagram
Foucault charts in The History of Sexuality, one can see a line that passes through Mapplethorpe to
Breyette. Within the diagram, what appears as repressive, the reaction and subsequent censorship
of Mapplethorpe’s work, is actually a boon for the diagram’s function: Pathologies, aberrations,
forms of desire, perverse pleasures are brought to the light; drawn out, seen, visible. The
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homosexual, pervert artist and BDSM communities he documented are individualized, categorised,
brought into the light, and, in time, ultimately sanitised and incorporated.14

Now the rubber hood is a Halloween mask; the mouth full of piss, a tepid bath. Both Breyette’s
drawings and the suburban fantasies of the contemporary Medieval gay erotic literature Kruger
surveyed, fit well into the schema as a consequence of the diagram’s power to create, reveal and
absorb. Mapplethorpe is now a coffee table book.

LANGUAGE AND LIGHT: THE BOOK AND THE SCREEN
In around 2012, Welsh artist James Richards stumbles across several of Mapplethorpe’s images in a
book of erotic photography, part of a library collection in Tokyo, Japan where Richards was
undertaking some research. The library had been building up its collection of monographs to which
the book had been added. In Japan at the time, there were rules that required all content that might
cause arousal in a viewer to be censored, and this book was held in customs until the offending
elements of the photographs could be dealt with. The approach taken to censorship was a precise
and constrained scratching of portions of the image, in order to erase the prohibited content: erect
penises were softly erased but the lips around them and the mouths they were inside are left intact;
Mapplethorpe bends over wearing nothing but leather chaps with a whip pushed deep inside his
body, yet the anus, carefully, has been removed. The censorship, again, reveals more, incites more,
forces the viewer to reconstruct the forbidden, to make it their own object from the extraordinarily
precise parameters provided. Richards photographs the pages with their censored yet revealing

14

Foucault was a believer BDSM culture stating it made way for the “real creation of new possibilities of
pleasure, which people had no idea about previously.” Invalid source specified. I’m not saying that that would
not still be true for Foucault today. However, I am suggesting that Mapplethorpe’s moment has become a
stratified historical formation, sucked up into the machinations of the diagram which The History of sexuality
brings to light.
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scratchings; part of his process of compiling source material for video works. At the same time,
Richards had bought a cheap underwater camera and was compiling footage of the surfaces of
bodies of water, intrigued by the distortions the meniscus of the water created against the lens of
the camera. Richards noticed that both bodies of material were focussing on “this very thin,
trembling surface; the meniscus of water and the print ink” (Richards, 2013), bringing both bodies of
images together into his 2013 video work, Rosebud. The intention was not to layer or juxtapose the
two collections, rather, to has them sit together, parallel in the same work.

Figure 24: James Ritchards, Rosebud, 2013, digital video still. © 2019 James Richards. Courtesy the artist and Rodeo,
Piraeus and London. MOMA Collection. From https://www.moma.org/collection/works/184652 (Accessed 3 February,
2019)

Once the visuals are more or less arranged, Richard proceeds to build the music up around the
imagery, often recycling and rearranging old sounds and recordings, folding different kinds of
imagery with sound. The process of creation is a digesting of the material, finding a way through his
body to own it, disorientate it. The work explores the “pleasures of looking, counterbalancing a lack
of legibility with a strong sense of mood.” (TATE, 2014) Yet in many ways the legibility is also strong.
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The pleasures of looking: what pleasures for the one who scratched out, so tenderly the inky
surfaces of the books depicted genitalia? What pleasures the haptic connection with the paper as
skin? What pleasures all those who removed this book from the shelves, secretly piecing those
rubbings back together; jigsaw puzzles of private imagination and fantasy. The thin film between
visibility and invisibility; between clarity of vision and submerged refracted light; between
materiality and imagination.

Richards work highlights the positivity of Foucault’s visibilities, the dazzling ‘there is’ of light and that
which is seen. However, as a master ‘seer’ there emerges the possibility to resist the diagram, to
bring something new to light. A new direction.

In my own work, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH is an exploration of the intricate weavings of the
articulable and light, an attempt of rendering in an installation a diagram of my own. Like
Mapplethorpe, the film aspect of the work relies on a rich monochromatic palate, also the naked
body; although instead of featuring genitalia, they are pushed aside; instead a pervasive sexual
masculinity, this is the place of a sexual ambiguity, something androgynous. Like Richards, the
sounds and images are folded into each other. Although they are not the same, they are rhythmic
and lyrical in their own ways, changing dynamics between them; intensifying each other. The
question continues to be asked: where is the text in this work? Is it in the wax stencilled words? The
audible speech, intangibly floating through the air? The representation of my body (somewhere
inside it of it?), after all, everything to do with the work has come through my body.

Indeed, the whole idea of the Word becoming flesh has become a diagram, like the Panopticon, it
becomes both a symbol and a process, in my case on an individual scale. Words becoming flesh is a
diagram of my practice.
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Figure 25: Matthew van Roden, THE//WORD//BECOMES//FLESH, 2018, installation view.
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CHAPTER FOUR: APOCRYPHILIA
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ARTIST STATEMENT
“Have they in fact led to thinking in another way… Maybe at best
they have allowed one to think in another way what one already
thought, and to see what one has done from a different vantage point
and in a different light…” (Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2
of The History of Sexuality, 1990, p. 11)
Apocryphilia speaks of an orientation, a desire towards text,
specifically apocryphal text. But how? What are the qualities of
apocryphal texts to elicit, contingent on those properties, a sense
of attraction, orientation and desire? After all, a text can become
apocryphal which at one point was not. In any case, there can be any
number of differing ideas, frameworks and belief systems from which
certain texts, claiming to be written within and about such
traditions, are precluded as apocryphal. So, what could apocryphilia
be, given the stark, disciplinary and ideological differences
between the various and multiple cannons that what ends up as the
apocryphal is ‘othered’ by?
Perhaps it is the process by which the apocryphal appears as such?
The process and following fact of exclusion? A fondness for
exclusion or the excluded? Perhaps its status as other, as
discarded? A fondness toward that which is otherwise? But why
specifically text? What is even meant by text?
Denoting the apocryphal is in some way a process of categorisation,
prefaced by notions of legitimacy and illegitimacy. The apocryphal
is then, also, a spatial concept; a location, arena or place where
spurious, illegitimate, dubious and dangerous texts are discarded
and dumped, or simply rehomed within a lesser body. Hidden in plain
sight. Labelled ‘other’, these texts provide insight, context,
perhaps even edification, however, never truth. A fondness, then,
for falsity?
Is it even correct to assess the apocryphal within the binary of
legitimacy and illegitimacy? There are canonical texts and noncanonical texts, but not all of the later are apocryphal. That which
denotes the apocryphal, therefore, finds itself somewhere inbetween; their relation is not necessarily that of a negation,
rather, a displacement. The space of the in-between is the terrain
of the queer; a place for the strange, the curious, the ‘that
doesn’t seem quite right’. Canon-space is the location of the
standard; apocryphal space is queer-space.
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APOCRYPHILIA
APOCRYPHILIA is the final body of work, presented alongside all the others produced during this
study at the Northern Centre for Contemporary Art (NCCA). I had been experimenting with applying
wax text directly to the wall and wanted to scale this up for the final exhibition. The main work
comprises of two 5 x 3 metre was text pieces that dissolve as they descend the gallery walls and a
video projection onto a waxed circle between them. The work is site specific designed for the height
of the NCCA walls and is ambitious in is scale in comparison to the other bodies of work produced.

Figure 26: APOCRYPHILIA, 2019, wax and digital video, installation view.
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Figure 27: Flesh tone encaustic wax ready prepared for the stencilled text.

In the gallery space the viewer is encompassed by dissolving text, diminished by its size. Two
statements declare:

NORMATIVITY IS THE CANNONISATION OF THE BODY

THE APOCRYPHISER WILL RIP THROUGH THE SEEMS OF THE EPISTEME
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Figure 28:APOCRYPHILIA, 2019, wax and digital video, installation view.

The word apocrypha derives originally from the Greek apokryphos, meaning ‘hidden’. The
apocryphal is obscure, secret, perhaps in need of being hidden. The apocryphal also stands for the
dubious, texts of spurious origin. Texts of questionable authorship or texts of questionable
legitimacy. And then there is common parlance, where the apocryphal stands for any accounting of
events that remain unverified; often the most delicious morsels that resist the burden of proof. It
seems to me that if the queer body was a text, it would be an apocryphal text.

A notion of apocrypha has always been present in my work, as my work has always been about text,
mostly biblical text, and the apocrypha is the outside of these canonised text. In I AM A TEXT,
apocryphal spaces started to come to the fore, I was incorporating actual apocryphal texts in the
video part of the work, however, also imagining my body as an apocryphal location for texts in the
canon.
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In this final exhibition, I turn the word and the concept of apocrypha into a verb. Rather than
apocryphal space being one that a text (or other) is assigned or relegated to, it becomes a tool for
liberation, for shifting, for becoming an otherwise possibility; a kind of de-canonisation of the text
(also the body).

The apocryphal turn is for me, a queer turn. A process of re-deploying texts through different
bodies, in different directions. Through new discursive fields and veering from the mainstay within
which they are traditionally held and upheld as ‘Truth’. To apocryphise is to be the vessel of redeployment, imagining an otherwise. To take this flight is a re-orientation, an orientation to
‘outside-ness’; this is the apocryphal space, understood not as oppositional, rather, propositional.
The canon is already a location of transfiguration; ‘the text’ becomes ‘Truth’. The apocryphal is a
space for transmutation: ‘the text’ becomes otherwise; the Word becomes flesh.

APOCRYPHILIA is an attempt to create in the viewer a different kind of relationship between their
body and bodies of text. Through scale the work creates a relationship that differs from everyday
encounters with reading; the ratio of the page to the body is reversed. Through opaque, obfuscated
writing, the possibility of immediate and obvious meaning making is disrupted. Through texture and
colour the text is made flesh-like, even fragrant.

My intention was to create a space for the viewer to be immersed, to provide a moment of
fascination and a desire to touch. Also, to create something like a cathedral, a great hall of words
that leads to the large fleshy circle at the centre. A large version of the Eucharistic blisters present in
YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD and I AM A TEXT. Also, there is something quite frenetic in the other video
content in the exhibition so in APOCRYPHILIA, it has been paired back and slowed down.
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FOUCAULT’S SUBJECTIVITIES
In the final chapter of Foucault, Deleuze pens some of his most beautiful and generous words.
Taking up the fragments towards the end of his friend’s life and work, Deleuze continues to unfold
“the dimensions of a metaphysical dream of Foucault.” (Morar, 2016, p. 3227) Foucault was not a
metaphysician and the idea of a dream makes one see the imagination Deleuze is now putting into
his project. Here we are introduced to Deleuze’ concept of the fold and the folding.

Foucault named the second published volume of The History of Sexuality, The Use of Pleasure
(Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2 of The History of Sexuality, 1990). In it he goes back to the
ancient Greeks to survey the sexual practices of ‘free men’ and the relationship of sexuality to the
diagrams that their society operated within (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 100). Foucault recognises
that the prerogative to first govern one’s self before one can govern others, necessitates a certain
doubling of an affective force of the free man back towards himself (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p.
101). This Deleuze describes as a fold of power relations into the thought of the free man. As power
was already demonstrated to have the force to effect (statements) and the force to be effected
(visibilities). And as power’s essence was understood to always be in a relation of forces, Foucault
see that the Greeks invent their subjectivity through the redoubling of subjectification back towards
the self. (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 101) It is the folding of the force (power) that can be exerted on
others that is made possible by the internalisation of that exertion. Not in a psychological manner,
but actually the folding of that exterior force to create a notion of the self.

Deleuze expounds the four folds that he recognises in Foucault’s construction of subjectivity
(Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 104). The first relates to the body and its pleasures, or flesh and its
desires; the second is the power-fold: the relation between forces, mediated by a rule to which the
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subject is the receptive bending back of that relation; the third relates to knowledge or truth; and
the forth, that of the fold of the outside itself. (Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 104). Pleasure, power,
knowledge and the outside fold to create the self, Deleuze calls this the “affect of self by self”
(Deleuze, Foucault, 1992, p. 104)

Figure 29: Gilles Deleuze’ diagram of the foldings of subjectivity. (Deleuze, 1992, p. 120)

For me here is the most profound moment in terms of what I have been searching for in relation to
text and the body. That my sense of self is informed by, and in constitutive of or a fold in the
diagrams that make up what I know and can know. Including the texts that lay at the heart of those
discourses. That the text is folded in and my sense of self is somehow constitutive of it.

Reflecting for a moment on the possibility of these foldings of subjectification, particularly the fold
of power and the ‘rule’ in accordance with which it is bent back on itself. I wonder about those of us
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for whom the rule changes dramatically over the course of a life. Such violent ruptures and
disorientations; diagram changers. I wonder about the dissonance this creates for the process of
subjectification: the rough patches, cracks, fissures, yellowed spots and other irregularities.15 What
knowledges are created in the changing of the rule? What potential to see otherwise?

My reading of Deleuze’ reading of Foucault’s subjectivities, opens up a way of understanding the
way that certain texts have come to be such an integral part of my sense of self, a way of
understanding that inescapable Pentecostal aesthetics. Through APOCRYPHILIA, I wanted to shift the
focus from the text in the body to the body in textual spaces. Here I bring the concepts of cannon
and apocrypha in as allegories of inside and outside, of legitimate and illegitimate, of the normative
and the queer.

CONCLUSION
“is it not one of the fundamental traits of our society that destiny takes the form of the
relation to power, of the struggle along with or against it? The most intense point of lives,
the one where their energy is concentrated, is precisely there where they clash with power,
struggle with it, endeavour to utilise Its forces or to escape its traps.” (Foucault, The Life of
Infamous Men, 1979, p. pp. 80)

To some extent the bodies of work presented here represent a clash with power, in many ways it is
the power of the past. I take up the notion of ‘apocryphisation’ as a way of moving that forward in a
meaningful way. The text is inescapable, written into my queer body. My body, however, can move.

15

See Glenn Ligon, chapter 7: I AM, I AM A MAN, I AM A TEXT
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This period of study was an opportunity to frame my practice as an act of reading, and to articulate
the radical way in which I can say, I AM a text. To see through a Foucauldian dream, the way that
texts are spinning within a strategy of power, a discursive field and the manner in which texts are
folded into a sense of self itself.

On reflection, seeing all the work in the one space, sitting together. I am happy that they articulate a
perspective uniquely mine. Happy also that there is a consistency among them, gesturing towards a
central investigation.

YOU TRAIN YOUR CHILD was meant to be a body of work to get certain ideas “out of my system”.
Ideas that ended up pervading the entire course of study. I do feel like it has now been articulated.
Messy as that process has been. What excites me the most about the work is what is happening
between the waxy surfaces and the digital projections, the creative space of that in-between. This is
a fruitful space for further development, one I am eager to dissolve into. I am after all a text, melting
into next.
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