
























Sontag, Osiris
     Adam Klein

In almost every review of her work, Susan Sontag is described—
often from an early photograph or piece of film, and sometimes 
from life—floating into functions, aware of the daunting, sometimes 
ungenerous esteem in which she was held. A nagging aspect of her 
legacy is the tendency of critics to draw her as a priggish moralist, 
or simply to draw her; her critical and political work is nearly 
overshadowed by a relentless invocation of her own appearance, 
the by now clichéd “white swoosh” of forelock. If she at one time 
seemed hip, able to capitalize on that glamour, she was never able 
to stay hip, or to lighten up enough to remain unassailably cool. 
Daphne Merkin conjures Sontag’s startling presence in a New York 
Times book review: 

From the start, Sontag was different from Mary McCarthy, 
Hannah Arendt and the other bluestockings who preceded 
her, in part because of the oracular, aphoristic quality of 
her prose, and in part because of her ability to strike a 
camera-friendly pose. It didn’t hurt that she was darkly 
beautiful, with a sensuous mouth, a thick helmet of hair 
and a direct, wide-set gaze. Or that well before the Age 
of Prada she outfitted herself in chicly underdesigned 
clothes and shades of black. (Elizabeth Hardwick, in her 



introduction to ‘‘A Susan Sontag Reader,’’ suggests that 
Sontag ‘‘is herself a sort of pictorial object, as the many 
arresting photographs of her show.’’)1

Later, Daryll Pickney similarly recounts her bold presence in a 
review of her early journals written for The New Yorker:

She was beautiful and hip, a princess of high bohemia, 
intimidating, free, and, incandescently, always on.…I 
don’t remember when the signature white streak began to 
appear in her lustrous, abundant hair, but I think of her 
as someone who went out dressed in her fame, like a great 
scarf thrown over the shoulder at the last moment. And I 
must admit that, when we became friends, I was far too 
pleased to be seen with her.2 

There’s something to be said about the irresistibility of 
describing Sontag—the power she had as a physical person, as 
Pickney suggests, someone who wore her admiration, and who in 
the most casual gesture, defined herself. It’s this physicality—the 
body and its possibility of incandescence, the body as the defining 
moment, the source of knowledge, the ultimate work—that holds 
Sontag’s critical practice and political activism together, and while 
her legacy seems divided between that of a brilliant mind but an 
intemperate, foolhardy activist, or a that of a great activist with a 
strange penchant for little-known European artists, there is always 
the body of Sontag—the physicality of her—that finds itself invoked 
in nearly every review, whether admiring or dismissive. There’s a 
way in which the body asserts itself so formidably in Sontag’s work 
that even after her death, Sontag’s legacy seems willed by her, 
something still very much in her hands. After her death, it seems 
impossible to know how to contain her. 

Interestingly, with the release of her journals in three volumes, 
of which Reborn: Early Diaries 1947-1964 and As Consciousness Is 
Harnessed to Flesh: Diaries 1964-1980 have now been published, 
images of her body have and will continue to force her body to 
resurface for our scrutiny. In at least two reviews of Reborn, Sontag’s 
notes-to-self are nothing but earthy: “Don’t gossip, don’t brag, don’t 
complain, bathe regularly, write more, eat less.” As with Warhol’s 
tabulations of cab fares, we will know a great deal about Sontag by 
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E&F V.XI
the time all the diaries are released. And like Warhol, our sense of 
this artist’s brilliance will always be dogged by a chink in character, 
by Sontag’s quirky desire to be both a popular artist and to offer a 
critique of populism. 

In the recently released memoir by Sigrid Nunez, Sempre 
Susan, readers are once and for all disabused of any illusion that 
Sontag was not active in the construction of her most defining 
characteristic: that white swoosh that seemed a birthmark of 
austere genius. Nunez writes about their first meeting: “Her skin 
was sallow, and her hair–it would always bewilder me that so many 
people thought she bleached the white streak in her hair when it 
should have been obvious the streak was the only part that was its 
true color. (A hairdresser suggested that leaving one section undyed 
would look less artificial).”3 Obviously schooled in the Decadents, 
Sontag can be imagined quickly embracing the idea of artifice as 
being somehow more easily perceived as natural. At that time, those 
binaries—the natural and artificial—were less contested. 

Before Reborn was released, David Rieff, Sontag’s son and 
the editor of her diaries, wrote a moving, traumatized account of 
her death by leukemia. Rieff’s Swimming in a Sea of Death is a 
strange book. It’s hard to tell whom he attempts to humanize—
himself or his mother (he manages, surprisingly, to do both)—but 
he reveals little of Sontag’s “personality” or his own for that matter, 
providing instead a portrait of silences, uncomfortable topics that 
hang in the air between mother and son (and probably more often 
than not the living and the dying) that were rarely broached, but 
might have been (this nags at Rieff throughout the account, and 
appears to be the impetus behind it). The memoir is so repetitive, 
so suggestively clumsy, that one wonders if it will ever begin to 
approach its subject. It does magnificently, but really only at the 
point of Sontag’s protracted, agonized death, when she is weakened, 
out of fight, and suddenly unable to get what she needs—more time, 
more life—from friends and family, doctors, or by the most invasive 
medical treatments available. It is only after the dire chemotherapy 
and obliteration of Sontag’s immune system that Rieff seems able 
to approach his mother’s bedside and look upon her, a victim of her 
own wishful thinking, her tenacious grasp on life (the other side of 
life—the unthinkable—was “extinction,” “nothingness,” in Sontag’s 
words). This commitment to surviving the impossible odds she 
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faced with leukemia was one of the crueler benefits of Sontag’s 
earlier experience with having beaten breast cancer—especially 
at a time when cancer was stigmatized and believed incurable. 
Survival endowed her with what might be considered a hard-won 
sense of exceptionalism. Rieff states, “She reveled in being; it was 
as straightforward as that. No one I have ever known loved life so 
unambivalently.”4 

It may be that any real evaluation of Sontag’s legacy as both a 
critic and activist should emerge from this insistence upon being. 
Perhaps, we won’t glean more “objectivity” about her work by 
forcibly paring away her iconic status from her texts (if that were 
possible), and perhaps there is no greater nobility to her critical 
and activist position than the position she took on her deathbed, 
sublimating all comfort and reason for the narrow chance at 
survival. I would posit that any understanding of Sontag’s uniquely 
American contribution to the role of “public intellectual” arrives 
from her embattled corporeal ontology—her criticism and her 
activism are determinedly concerned with moral action; she is not 
hindered by the myriad questions of agency, but rather, focused 
on a practicable discernment of moral action: How might this 
metaphoric understanding of the problem make things better 
or worse? Can we afford to be flip in these times? Can we ever 

dispense with relativism? Is moral judgment always contingent, 
or might the moral have to exist outside the contingent? This is 
where Sontag is determinedly not cool, and where her American 
pragmatism can make her appear less rigorous or less conceptual 
than the international theorists whose work she often admired, and 
who more willingly embraced decentered and multiple concepts 
of agency: feminist, post-ontological and networked theories of 
the “self.” Sontag, on questions of biopolitics and the cyborg body, 
would inevitably disappoint.5 Her presumption of an ethics that 
could trump historical relativism—let alone the buzzing drone 
of a permanent online present—is implied: a moral imperative 
should be an artist’s first commitment, not a secondary concern. 
While toward the end of her life many disciplines and theories 
of art were adopting interpenetrating dialogues and for the most 
part promoting an entirely post-humanist theoretical approach, 
Sontag seemed to be getting simpler, more populist, and ever more 
political in her approach. She is remembered for many things, but 
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perhaps will never be forgotten for her brief essay in the The New 
Yorker written two days after September 11, 2001. What she wrote 
is still—this many years later, through two wars (if we accept the 
new moniker “Af-Pak” to mean a single war waged in two nations)—
considered provocative. Her words stung not only because of their 
timing—so close to the event—but because they ask Americans to do 
what most are uncomfortable doing: admit that our foreign policy 
of the past 50 years has been a failure. Sontag was also calling on 
Americans not to allow the future course of events to be controlled 
by televised, sentimental punditry—common sense, in other words. 
In either case, after the George W. Bush years, her vigorous attempt 
to slow the train of warmongering seems eerily prescient now:

 
The disconnect between last Tuesday’s monstrous dose of 
reality and the self-righteous drivel and outright deceptions 
being peddled by public figures and TV commentators 
is startling, depressing. The voices licensed to follow 
the event seem to have joined together in a campaign 
to infantilize the public. Where is the acknowledgment 
that this was not a “cowardly” attack on “civilization” or 
“liberty” or “humanity” or “the free world” but an attack 
on the world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken 
as a consequence of specific American alliances and 
actions? How many citizens are aware of the ongoing 
American bombing of Iraq? And if the word “cowardly” is 
to be used, it might be more aptly applied to those who kill 
from beyond the range of retaliation, high in the sky, than 
to those willing to die themselves in order to kill others. In 
the matter of courage (a morally neutral virtue): whatever 
may be said of the perpetrators of Tuesday’s slaughter, 
they were not cowards.6

This isn’t great writing. Some would still see this as “blaming the 
victim.” But it is not mincing words, nor obfuscating its intentions. 
It is a simple call for Americans to take an honest inventory of 
their role in the world, and not to allow the yet-to-be constructed 
metaphor, “war on terror” to drive us lockstep over the precipice. 
Still, over the precipice we dropped. It will be other theorists who 
will determine whether drone strikes are cowardly, or at least as 
asymmetrical as the methods of warfare we find so amoral in our 
foes. 
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I mention this—Sontag’s brief, angry critique of America—
to return to the very qualities I think define her as an American 
artist and intellectual: pragmatism in the face of devastation, blunt 
considerations, even bullying—but here, and always in Sontag, the 
forcefulness of her rhetoric stands in defiance against the easiest 
assumptions, the rapid loss of individual thinking that can occur 
in any crisis. The criticism this 9/11 commentary unleashed—and 
continues to unleash—is also distinctly American in its underlying 
assumption: the notion that a theorist is not a politician and therefore 
has no place in the making of practical things, useful statements. 
The trouble with Sontag is that she was a bit of what everyone loves 
separately, but not together: a literary star—glamorous, immediately 
recognizable; a real thinker (as opposed to a polymath)7; a generous 
critic; an activist. She was also a filmmaker and novelist. In America, 
these identities don’t sit well together. In fact, they are often seen as 
incompatible. Partially, this is because art is rarely seen as connected 
to moral or ethical discourse, and partly because discourse is rarely 
seen as connected to actual practice (our democracy is marked, 
almost always, by a whittling away of pesky ideals to arrive at 
pragmatic ends—so theory, morality, ethics have become, like the 
fine arts, inessential, marginal practices—inept, bloodless—which 
is why it surprises us when they are potent, bloody). 

And yet, Sontag’s most popular writings are not about some 
little-known masterpiece of film or literature, but photography and 
disease. These books, On Photography (1977), Illness as Metaphor 
(1978), and AIDS and Its Metaphors (1988), really did reach people 
and influence thinking. That photographs were not recorded truth 
and that disease was not a manifestation of stress or, in the case of 
AIDS, God’s wrath, were radical thoughts in their time. Ultimately, 
Sontag was best known for her work on quotidian subjects—her 
critical acts were intended as works of intervention, reform. Both 
subjects—photography and disease—directly impact how we perceive 
and experience the world. They circumscribe, intensify, distort, 
and reconfigure our relationship to the human body. Photography 
and disease test our ethics; reframe our relationship to nature, our 
opposition or ambivalence toward it. They also quicken or deaden 
our response to our own history and to the observed world. They 
extend what we conceive of us as our history: photography allows 
us to lay claim to our past, and therefore our present experience; 
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and disease, of course, intervenes in that claim.
How we construct metaphors was central to Sontag; as well 

as how metaphors can stigmatize, become vehicles for our own 
sense of dread, our fear of mortal processes out of our control. 
In her most influential books, she grapples with the mediation 
of technology in how we observe and attempt to reconcile the 
limits of the body. She addresses the rapaciousness stoked by the 
photograph—rapaciousness for experience without presence, the 
process of personalizing and consuming images as one’s store of 
lived experience. 

She drew a clear distinction between lived experience and 
information—a distinction not common to many contemporary 
theorists. In a 1974 interview with Geoffrey Movius,8 she clarifies 
why photography compelled her as a subject:

…because virtually all the important aesthetic, moral and 
political problems—the question of “modernity” itself and 
of modernist “taste”—are played out in photography’s 
relatively brief history. William K. Ivins has called the 
camera the most important invention since the printing 
press. For the evolution of sensibility, the invention of the 
camera is perhaps even more important.

In the same interview she provides an account of how 
photography has changed our relation to the world, as well as our 
comprehension of history:

By giving us an immense amount of experience that 
“normally” is not our experience. And by making a selection 
of experience which is very tendentious, ideological. While 
there appears to be nothing photography can’t devour, 
whatever can’t be photographed becomes less important. 
Not only do we know the world of art, the history of art, 
primarily through photographs, we know them in a way 
that no one could have known them before. Photographs 
convert works of art into items of information. They do 
this by making parts and wholes equivalent. The camera 
elevates the fragment to a privileged position. In this 
way, photography annihilates our sense of scale. It also 
does queer things to our sense of time. To be able to see 
oneself and one’s parents as children is an experience 
unique to our time. The camera has brought people a new, 
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and essentially pathetic, relation to themselves, to their 
physical appearance, to aging, to their own mortality. It is 
a kind of pathos that never existed before.

From the earliest point in her career, it was clear that Sontag’s 
primary concern was in attacking the methods whereby we 
appreciate or dismiss the experience of art based upon how well 
we identify with it, how easily it’s assimilated. This accounts for the 
“militant”9 position Sontag assumes in her early essay: “Against 
Interpretation” (1964).10 This essay establishes Sontag’s opposition 
to the personalization of art, to the appreciation of art as a telegraph 
with an encoded message. Part essay and part manifesto, “Against 
Interpretation” is a defense of art against its would-be clarifiers, its 
vivisectionists: 

Ours is a culture based on excess, on overproduction; 
the result is a steady loss of sharpness in our sensory 
experience. All the conditions of modern life—its material 
plenitude, its sheer crowdedness—conjoin to dull our 
sensory faculties. And it is in the light of the condition of 
our senses, our capacities (rather than those of another 
age), that the task of the critic must be assessed.

What is important now is to recover our senses. We 
must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.

Our task is not to find the maximum amount of 
content in a work of art, much less to squeeze more 
content out of the work than is already there. Our task is 
to cut back content so that we can see the thing at all.

The aim of commentary on art should be to make 
works of art—and, by analogy, our own experience—
more, rather than less, real to us. The function of criticism 
should be to show how it is what it is, even that it is what 
it is, rather than to show what it means.

In place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.

Rarely has anyone attacked Sontag’s denunciation of what 
today we would call the “democratization” of art—the fact that the 
photograph can be taken by anyone, held in the hand, captured 
by a phone, never printed and yet disseminated. There is a kind 
of unimaginable immediacy in the passing of images that doesn’t 
comport with Sontag’s early writing. Today the photograph sits 
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squarely in the arsenal of identity, created with the instantaneity of 
thought, uploaded to personal profiles, an indication of an individual’s 
tastes and obsessions, a method of creating and projecting the “self.” 
The “self” is merely an editor—not of experience—but of the taste 
for images. And Sontag, writing primarily in the late ’60s and ’70s 
during a period of energized cultural production and radicalized 
aesthetics, as an American preoccupied with what it meant to be an 
American, found herself at war with what she diplomatically called 
“philistinism.” In fact, she was a partisan in the ideological battle 
against American, media-constructed and -defined “democracy.” 
There was great reason to doubt technological innovation then as 
there is now, but it’s no longer hip to express that distrust. Critique 
of media is only acceptable if one is a step ahead of it; otherwise, 
it risks becoming a relic akin to Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock or 
Jerry Mander’s Four Arguments for the Elimination of Television. 
Technologies—once exterior and “created”—are now interior and 
inchoate as consciousness itself. The camera, as Sontag notes, 
was the apparatus by which “self” and “other” became perpetually 
distinguished. The power of the image, Sontag wrote, was in how 
efficiently it could be consumed and assimilated. But since the 
publication of On Photography that assimilation has become total. 
Today, a more appropriate metaphor for the camera would be the 
self—as Warhol once cryptically suggested.

Sontag was predictably reviled for her reductive assumptions 
about the function of the photograph and the public’s reception of the 
medium. Her concerns, throughout her career, were almost entirely 
about figurative photographs, and not photographic processes. 
And yet almost none of her adversaries have associated her critical 
project with her politics (a specifically human concern)—what she 
prefers to call her “moral” vantage. She was fiercely opposed to the 
association of technology with consciousness, with moral rectitude. 
Technology, Sontag reminds us, is never neutral or without agenda. 
The camera is not a witness, but a creator of realities. It has moral 
rectitude in the hands of those who recognize its power; it can be 
quite dangerous in unconcerned hands.

For Sontag, few people understood the responsibility that 
had to be employed in the use of such instruments. Her “elitism” 
was a stand against coercion, a championing of artistry over 
amateurism, ultimately a warning against the subjectivity abetted 
by technology: 
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Many people don’t believe that one can give an account of the 
world, of society, but only the self—“how I saw it.” They assume 
that what writers do is testify, if not confess, and a work is about 
how you see the world and put yourself on the line. Fiction is 
supposed to be “true.” Like photographs.11

Sontag—like John Berger—exemplifies the effort to challenge 
what mystifies us about art. But Sontag does this through a 
repudiation of analytic readings (by this I mean the assumption 
that a text must be “unpacked”), of rummaging depths, of creating 
anterior texts, in favor of pursuing the secrets of surfaces, the 
inherently persuasive and often dangerous power of forms. As a 
critic during the structuralist and post-structuralist periods, Sontag 
took the difficult position of assuming that moral consideration 
was essential to the creation and critical evaluation of art. Sontag’s 
ethics derive from her awareness of being an American, the specific 
negotiations and considerations required of being from and living 
in a world superpower. That was a demand she tried to foist on 
Americans after 9/11, but also a responsibility she carried throughout 
her life. Sontag’s essays never mythologize America, address it as a 
construct, an ideal, or an ideal gone wrong. It is always a political 
power—a hegemonic force, an act of prodigious self-assurance and 
belief—armed to the teeth. 

There were other origins, besides her sense of being an 
American, of Sontag’s pragmatism. The gravity of the Holocaust is 
inscribed in her critical sensibility, as is her experience with cancer. 
To put these two experiences together seems arbitrary—too closely 
linking the personal and historical for an artist who eschewed 
sentiment and carefully evaluated the scale of events—but Sontag 
was compelled to examine the impersonal impacts of both, or 
rather, the depersonalizing aspect of war and disease. 

* * *

In her 1965 essay, On Style,12 Sontag lays out the foundations by 
which she will confidently assume an historical and moral reading 
of works of art. According to Sontag, it is art that provokes the 
sensibilities needed for moral consideration and choice:
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It is sensibility that nourishes our capacity for moral 
choice, and prompts our readiness to act, assuming that 
we do choose, and are not just blindly and unreflectively 
obeying. Art performs this “moral” task because the 
qualities which are intrinsic to the aesthetic experience 
(disinterestedness, contemplativeness, attentiveness, 
the awakening of the feelings) and to the aesthetic object 
(grace, intelligence, expressiveness, energy, sensuousness) 
are also fundamental constituents of a moral response to 
life. 

…Morality, unlike art, is ultimately justified by its 
utility: that it makes, or is supposed to make, life more 
humane and livable for us all. But consciousness—what 
used to be called, rather tendentiously, the faculty of 
contemplation—can be, and is, wider and more various 
than action. It has its nourishment, art and speculative 
thought, activities which can be described either as self-
justifying or in no need of justification. What a work of art 
does is to make us see or comprehend something singular, 
not to judge or generalize. This act of comprehension 
accompanied by voluptuousness is the only valid end, and 
sole sufficient justification, of a work of art.

What is wanted by such a vantage point is that 
it do justice to the twin aspects of art: as object and as 
function, as artifice and as living form of consciousness, 
as the overcoming or supplementing of reality and as 
the making explicit of forms of encountering reality, 
as autonomous individual creation and as dependent 
historical phenomena.

Though Sontag credits Ortega y Gasset in partially developing 
her argument, it is Edward Said who, in his essay Labyrinth of 
Incarnation,13 best identifies Sontag’s philosophical maneuver. 
Said associates Sontag with Merleau-Ponty, and almost all of Said’s 
summaries of Merleau-Ponty’s thought are essential supplements 
to any reading of Sontag. Said writes:

Truth, [Merleau-Ponty] concludes, is based on what is 
real—and that is our perception of the world: perception 
becomes “not presumed true,” but may be “defined as 
access to truth.” 

“…human reality can best be understood in terms of 
behavior (action given form) which is neither a thing nor 
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an idea, neither entirely mental nor entirely physical.

And quoting Merleau-Ponty:

The experience of perception is our presence at the 
moment when things, truths, values are constituted for 
us; that perception is a nascent logos; that it teaches us, 
outside all dogmatism, the true conditions of objectivity 
itself; that it summons us to the task of knowledge and 
action.

Given Sontag’s early assertions that art is directly connected 
to moral action, it is surprising to find that her outspoken 
political views have yet to be seen as an extension of her aesthetic 
approach. Moreover, considering Sontag’s writings on cancer and 
AIDS, torture, the war zones of Hanoi and Sarajevo, on fascism, 
totalitarianism, and on genocide, it is surprising that no one has yet 
attempted to observe (without judgment) her “activist” positions 
with the nuanced stance she advocated for our engagement with 
works of art and literature. And yet Sontag’s highest ideal as a 
critic was certainly to promote consideration, to inspire the careful 
acknowledgement of scale, and to draw attention specifically to the 
impositions of the metaphor and the photograph, two of the most 
powerful means by which experience is now defined as true, as given 
or having presence. 

* * *

Consider her highly regarded essay on Leni Riefenstahl published 
in The New York Review of Books in 1975.14 The essay, entitled 
“Fascinating Fascism,” begins with a review of Riefenstahl’s 
photographs documenting the Nuba tribe of Sudan. Sontag’s 
critique begins with a scrupulous correction of the information 
provided in The Last of the Nuba’s introduction and dust jacket. The 
“self-vindicating” and “rehabilitating” biographical notes on (and 
possibly by) Riefenstahl are full of what Sontag calls “disquieting 
lies.” 

But Sontag has her sights on something other than merely 
clarifying Riefenstahl’s record, taking to task the renowned Nazi 
filmmaker (Triumph of the Will and Olympia) for her collaboration 
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with the Nazis, and the role her films had in not only recording 
Nazi events, but staging them, helping to provide and distill and 
disseminate that particular vision of power:

What is interesting about the relation between politics 
and art under National Socialism is not that art was 
subordinated to political needs, for this is true of 
dictatorships both of the right and of the left, but that 
politics appropriated the rhetoric of art—art in its late 
romantic phase.

Sontag—in the prescient, inimitable way she had of selecting 
subjects and articulating points about them that would later be seen 
as definitive—identified what we continue to refer to as the fascist 
aesthetic: notably, work that depicts or glorifies repressed sexuality, 
transforming that repression into a supposed spiritual force put 
into the service of the community. 

It is not only Sontag’s ability to offer pertinent analyses of 
highly specific aesthetics (she is also well known for bringing a gay 
aesthetic into the wider public domain with her famous essay of 
1964, “Notes On Camp”15) that is worthy of reconsideration. Her 
profound ability to parse what aesthetics imply—what values they 
engage, what potential dangers they impose, what misconceptions 
they engender—exemplifies Sontag’s greatest gifts as a moral 
philosopher and critic. 

“Fascinating Fascism” argues a very important point, and 
one that may help dispel, or at least clarify, Sontag’s elitism, her 
commitment to canonical high culture. Her position, in this regard, 
was really a refutation of faddism, of the idea of history as a continual 
supplanting of previous values, the idea that greater justice and 
inclusiveness is available only through the burying or augmenting 
of the past, or by shaming the past. This, it seems, had become a 
function of criticism, an agenda, and Sontag renounced it. 

Sontag discerns how Riefenstahl’s portraits of the last remaining 
Nuba in Sudan are in fact characteristic of the aesthetics of the 
Reich. Riefenstahl’s hopelessly ennobling portraits of these proud 
natives are a reiteration of the fascist aesthetic in which self-control 
and submission are the signs of a pure, unifying, communal dignity. 
Sontag offers an incisive evaluation:
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Riefenstahl claims to have arrived “just in time,” for in the 
few years since these photographs were taken the glorious 
Nuba have been corrupted by money, jobs, clothes. (And 
probably war—which Riefenstahl never mentions, since 
what she cares about is myth not history.)

More important to Sontag than Riefenstahl’s consistent and 
enduring Nazi aesthetic is the way in which a fascist aesthetic 
continues to assert itself in new forms and “under new banners”:

The ideal of life as art; the cult of beauty; the fetishism of 
courage; the dissolution of alienation in ecstatic feelings 
of community; the repudiation of the intellect; the family 
of man (under the parenthood of leaders).

The list catalogs what Sontag would—for the entirety of her 
writing career—position herself against. 

But the most important, and perhaps least discussed, of Sontag’s 
“salutary lessons” in her lengthy critique of Riefenstahl’s book is 
not directed at Riefenstahl at all. Rather, it’s directed at those who 
prefer to see Riefenstahl’s work through a purely formalist lens. It 
is the cynical arbiters of culture for whom Sontag saves her harshest 
criticism. For those wishing to consider Riefenstahl’s images solely 
on the basis of their compositional beauty—their idealized stasis—
divorced from the history of propaganda, Sontag warns:

Without a historical perspective, such connoisseurship 
prepares the way for a curiously absentminded acceptance 
of propaganda for all sorts of destructive feelings—feelings 
whose implications people are refusing to take seriously.

Sontag then makes a profound distinction—and ultimately 
defines the responsible spectatorship essential to her methodology 
and moral vision:

The hard truth is that what may be acceptable in elite 
culture may not be acceptable in mass culture, that tastes 
which pose only innocuous ethical issues as the property 
of a minority become corrupting when they become 
more established. Taste is context, and the context has 
changed.
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Sontag asks that that those concerned with culture rise to the 
ethical demands of the age, that those imbued with the power of 
discernment deploy it. Sontag tasks the intellectual with caution, 
with considering the impact of their aesthetic indulgences, their 
quips and easy aphorisms, their infatuation with what she calls 
“facile transposition and the making of cheap equivalences.”16 Sontag 
recognizes that a certain balance must be achieved and vigilance 
maintained in order to avoid simplistic moral dicta. Art must have a 
rigor besides being “right.” In her 1963 essay “Camus’ Notebooks,”17 
Sontag writes, “A writer who acts as a public conscience needs 
extraordinary nerve and fine instincts, like a boxer. After a time, 
these instincts necessarily falter. He also needs to be emotionally 
tough.” In writing on Camus, Sontag outlines the pitfalls awaiting 
any artist’s undertaking of exemplary political sympathies:

Neither art nor thought of the highest quality is to be 
found in Camus. What accounts for the extraordinary 
appeal of his work is beauty of another order, moral 
beauty, a quality unsought by most 20th century writers. 
Other writers have been more engaged, more moralistic. 
But none have appeared more beautiful, more convincing 
in their profession of moral interest. Unfortunately, 
moral beauty in art—like physical beauty in a person—is 
extremely perishable. It is nowhere so durable as artistic 
or intellectual beauty. Moral beauty has the tendency to 
decay very rapidly into sententiousness or untimeliness.

Sontag points out Camus’s inability to take a position on the 
French occupation of Algeria, and writes tartly: “Moral and political 
judgment do not always so happily coincide.” And, in a great leap—
and almost as autosuggestion—Sontag observes: “Camus’ life and 
work are not so much about morality as they are about the pathos 
of moral positions.”

* * *

It is this awareness of the pathos of moral positions that enables 
Sontag to avoid the prescriptive dogma of what writers must or 
must not do—what their modes of engagement should or should 
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not be. Her embrace of artistic approaches is expansive, and when 
judgmental, she is cautiously and justifiably so. The justification is 
always clarified, never a “going after,” and never without a careful 
assessment of an artist’s choices: what they chose to demonstrate or 
produce, and what they chose to withhold or omit. 

In her lengthy 1982 essay on Roland Barthes, “Writing Itself: 
On Roland Barthes,”18 she concentrates her appreciation on 
Barthes’s “ethical character.” In a long, illuminating contrast of 
Barthes’s and Sartre’s work, Sontag elaborates the poles at which 
two of the century’s most important writers found themselves. Of 
Sartre, Sontag writes:

Riven by his love of literature (the love recounted in his 
one perfect book, The Words) and an evangelical contempt 
for literature, one of the country’s great litterateurs spent 
the last years of his life insulting literature and himself 
with that indigent idea, “the neurosis of literature.” His 
defense of the writer’s project is no more convincing. 
Accused of thereby reducing literature (to politics), 
Sartre protested that it would be more correct to accuse 
him of overestimating it. “If literature isn’t everything, 
it’s not worth a single hour of someone’s trouble,” he 
declared in an interview in 1960. “That’s what I mean by 
‘commitment.’” But Sartre’s inflation of literature into 
“everything” is another brand of depreciation. 

Barthes, too, might be charged with overestimating 
literature—with treating literature as “everything”—but 
at least he made a good case for doing so. For Barthes 
understood (as Sartre did not) that literature is first 
of all, last of all, language.…Barthes preferred to avoid 
confrontation, to evade polarization. He defines the writer 
as “the watcher who stands at the crossroads of all other 
discourses”—the opposite of an activist or a purveyor of 
doctrine.

Barthes’s utopia of literature has an ethical character 
almost the opposite of Sartre’s.…For Barthes, it is not the 
commitment that writing makes to something outside of 
itself (to a social or moral goal) that makes literature an 
instrument of opposition and subversion but a certain 
practice of writing itself: excessive, playful, intricate, 
subtle, sensuous—language which can never be that of 
power.
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Barthes’s praise of writing as a gratuitous, free activity 
is, in one sense, a political view. He conceives literature as 
a perpetual renewal of the right of individual assertion; 
and all rights are, finally, political. Still Barthes has an 
evasive relation to politics, and he is one of the great 
modern refusers of history. Barthes started publishing 
and mattering in the aftermath of World War II, which, 
astonishingly, he never mentions; indeed, in all his writing 
he never, as far as I recall, mentions the word “war.” 
Barthes, who was not tormented by the catastrophes of 
modernity or tempted by its revolutionary illusions, had 
a post-tragic sensibility. He refers to the present literary 
era as “a moment of gentle apocalypse.” Happy indeed the 
writer who can utter such a phrase.

Sontag could not. There are no gentle apocalypses in Sontag. 

* * *

It is perhaps presumptuous and simplifying to suggest that cancer, 
which Sontag had twice and ultimately succumbed to, may have 
heightened her sense of mortality, of the relationship of the body 
to the making and enjoying of art—and moreover, to the urgent, or 
what she called “serious” functions and implications of art. Certainly, 
Illness as Metaphor is not a book of theory, however well researched. 
It does not hold its subject at a distance, but reduces distance, pares 
away the popular beliefs that disease is retribution, a manifestation 
of God’s disapproval, the consequence of a lack of self-care, and a 
sign of weakness. Sontag’s aesthetic and moral positions did not 
generate from her experience of cancer; her sensibilities were 
established earlier than her diagnosis. But mortal illness is a frame, 
a condition in which one might move against platitudes, against 
sympathy, against “objective” wisdom and subjective subterfuge. 

In many ways, Sontag undermined elitism by writing books that 
had such immediate and wide reception, that were so influential 
in changing, or at least challenging, people’s deeply held beliefs. 
Eliot Weinberger, in a 2007 review of Sontag’s posthumously 
compiled, At the Same Time: Essays and Speeches,19 does cite 
Illness as Metaphor as having “made a genuine difference in the 
world.” Weinberger uses his review to evaluate Sontag’s career and 
output; it may have been the first example of a critical assessment 
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of Sontag’s legacy. But Weinberger insists upon seeing Sontag’s 
criticism of the U.S. and Israeli occupations—her writing on these 
subjects is often hasty, often “slight” as he describes it—as generating 
from Sontag’s celebrity rather than her critical positions. And his 
criticism of Sontag’s use of the word “serious,” (and by suggestion, 
her seriousness) suggests that he has not paid attention to the 
continuity of the thoughts and concerns expressed throughout her 
writings on aesthetics. 

For the preface to the 1996 republication of Against 
Interpretation, Sontag wrote “Thirty Years Later…,” an account of 
her own feelings on the 30th anniversary of the book’s publication. 
Neither oblivious to nor dismissive of the praise and criticism 
she’d received during her stormy and very public career, Sontag 
acknowledges the cultural shifts that occurred over the span of her 
writing, and subjects her own work to the lens of history: 

When I denounced…certain kinds of facile moralism, it was 
in the name of a more alert, less complacent seriousness. 
What I didn’t understand (I was surely not the right 
person to understand this) was that seriousness itself was 
in the early stages of losing credibility in the culture at 
large, and that some of the more transgressive art I was 
enjoying would reinforce frivolous, merely consumerist 
transgressions. Thirty years later, the undermining of 
standards of seriousness is almost complete, with the 
ascendancy of a culture whose most intelligible, persuasive 
values are drawn from the entertainment industries. Now 
the very idea of the serious (and of the honorable) seems 
quaint, “unrealistic,” to most people, and when allowed—
as an arbitrary decision of temperament—probably 
unhealthy, too. 

I suppose it’s not wrong that Against Interpretation 
is read now, or reread, as a pioneering document from 
a bygone age. But that is not how I read it, or…wish it 
to be read.…The judgments of taste expressed in these 
essays may have prevailed. The values underlying those 
judgments did not.

It is worth revisiting those values, not merely to provide a 
more comprehensive idea of what Sontag’s work accomplished—
and what it aspired to—but to remind us of what is urgent. Eliot 
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Weinberger somewhat dolorously says of Sontag: “Arguably the 
most important literary figure or force of the last forty years, she 
may ultimately belong more to literary history than to literature.” 
But of course, Sontag’s appeal was to history, to the frame by which 
any artistic endeavor could find its moral relevance and application. 
She may have wished the act of writing to be free of such gravity, 
but her conscience, and her subject—which was always, ultimately, 
the treatment of the body—would not allow such indulgences.
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BEIRUT’S BROOD

Adam Klein

777, loosely adapted from The Seven Deadly Sins by Bertolt Brecht and 
Kurt Weill, conceived and directed by Cornelia Krafft, The Beirut City 
Center, Beirut, Lebanon, May 28, 2010.

If evil still exists, it exists solely in the realm of nostalgia.
Lawrence Rinder, Art Life

Cornelia Krafft’s recent perfor-
mance, 777, had nothing to 
do with Beirut’s Civil War. At 

least that is what its participants had 
hoped. The Austrian installation and 
performance artist saw the piece in the 
context of a larger project she has been 
pursuing for the past year as the Whittle-
sey Visiting Chair of the Faculty of Fine 
Arts and Art History at the American 
University of Beirut. Working with 
students in her performance art classes, 
she describes her project as exploring a 
trajectory “from concepts of jurisdiction 
to personal morality.” Earlier, investiga-
tory works of performance were staged 
on campus, based on the play Twelve 
Angry Men. Krafft, a former student of 
Austrian theatre designer Erich Wonder, 
and an artist who has taught theatre 
and film set design at the University of 
Applied Arts in Vienna, has produced 
museum and stage designs, and lectured 
and exhibited widely in Germany, Aus-
tria, Italy, Norway, and Australia. She 
showed an exquisite eye for the mutable 

possibilities of degraded space and took 
a high-stakes gamble when she decided 
to occupy one of Beirut’s overlooked 
landmarks.

Originally built as a cinema in the 1960s 
by Lebanese architect Joseph Philippe 
Karam, the Beirut City Center seemed 
both an inevitable and impossible place 
to stage a performance. Variously known 
by the older generation as The Dome, 
or The Egg, because of its shape, it had 
a short life as a theatre and witnessed 
abominations during the war. Though 
it sits close to Martyr’s Square, on the 
Green Line that once separated the 
city’s warring militias, it does not draw 
tourists. Set among parking lots, the 
landmark barely registers over the din 
of the city’s designer boutiques. Krafft 
first saw the location in 1995 before the 
rebuilding of downtown. Even then, she 
recognized its peculiarity—an elevated, 
almost droopy, soap-shaped space, with 
its surface mottled by shelling. It is a 
cross between the pocked surface of a 
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planet and the shape of a vehicle that 
might get you there. It is entered the 
way sci-fi films depict the access to a 
spacecraft. As Krafft says: “It’s one of 
the only buildings where you enter and 
leave centerstage.” She adds, “The build-
ing itself is a bubble—you’re swallowed. 
Audience and performers are equalized.” 
But to mention a “centerstage” is gener-
ous. In fact, what Krafft encountered was 
an architectural shell that required not 
only the renting of stage lights, sound 
equipment, chairs, electrical cords—even 
the water required for the functioning of 
the urinals had to be trucked in.

The ambitious development firm Soli-
dere owns the building and gave Krafft 
full permission to use it. Solidere is 
responsible for the makeover of down-
town Beirut. Gulf countries are fond of 
the developer’s ability to create a “main 
street” feel from nothing, or from ruins, 
and Solidere has rebuilt the old neigh-
borhoods impeccably, so that they seem 
made from a mold. Downtown’s charm-
ing trellises, high-ceilinged apartments, 
and cobbled streets may not feel like 
an old city, but that is not necessarily 
what its clients want. Rome may not 
have been built in a day, but rebuilding 
a city can happen rather quickly. Which 
is why the location of this performance 
had a distinctly endangered quality to it; 
if Beirut is on the verge of opening up a 
post-war, or at least interim-war dialogue 
in the arts, it is also undergoing a rapid 
plastering over. With the reluctance of 
many people to address the war—at least 
in mixed company—it is the buildings 
that attest to what has happened here.

Krafft’s 777 was loosely inspired by The 
Seven Deadly Sins, the Brecht/Weill com-
mission of 1933. Brecht wrote the piece 
facing his imminent exile from Nazi 

Germany. In Brecht’s libretto, a fascina-
tion for American cities and his revulsion 
for the country’s uncritical relation to its 
market orthodoxy, imbue the work with 
an uneasy pathos. In the libretto, Anna I 
and Anna II are protagonist sisters so 
alike they seem the same person but liter-
ally of two bodies and two minds. In an 
effort to keep from falling into sin, they 
must continually skirmish over the right 
thing to do. But no matter how Anna 
wrestles with sin, she perpetrates it; such 
is the nature of American capitalism that 
modesty appears prideful, pragmatism 
a form of greed. Brecht does not por-
tray the sins as psychological, let alone 
spiritual attributes, but sin is a property 
of capitalism, a product of its inherent 
compromises and exploitation.

While Krafft’s production veers from 
Brecht’s economic critique, it unwit-
tingly finds itself framed, if not sub-
sumed by the political and historical 
dimensions of Beirut. Just as Brecht’s 
piece was a way of addressing a system 
invisible to itself (capitalism, for instance, 
is understood by most Americans as a 
seamless method of exchange, the most 
“natural” and “transparent” of economic 
relations, and therefore as pointless to 
question as an irregular verb form in 
English), so does Krafft’s piece lay bare 
Beirut’s reticence to address the war, the 
“naturalizing” of its absence of post-war 
dialogue. Krafft’s students adamantly 
rejected the idea of creating a political 
work—or a piece about the war—but 
this resistance may have suggested what 
they sensed could not be avoided. The 
word Haraam is used so frequently 
in Beirut it has acquired a colloquial 
weightlessness, meaning—in its most 
common usage—“oh how terrible” or 
“what a shame.” The word derives from 
the Koranic idea of sin, or the  forbidden. 
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Top: The elevated shroud in 777. Bottom: The old theatre screen and the performers’ 
butcher boots. Courtesy L. E. Bizri.
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In Beirut, the word is secularized, and in 
common parlance, has much less gravity 
than its original idea of prohibition. Still, 
it suggests the commonplace vigilance 
against that which is abhorrent, in life 
or conversation. It is a word used to 
express empathy, to say, it shouldn’t have 
happened. 

Many of Krafft’s students confided that 
the theatre was where their parents had 
their first dates before the Civil War, 
and before the surrounding area became 
a body dump. This may account for the 
reason so many student participants 
were hesitant to invite their parents 
in the first place. Krafft explained that 
accommodating last-minute attendees 
was difficult. The four hundred seats 
were reserved well in advance. But Krafft 
had to find room for the families of some 
squeamish students who admitted their 
parents had no idea what they had been 
preparing for during the long hours of 
physical training. This may have to do 
with shame about the relative novelty of 
art events—specifically more conceptual, 
performance-based work—in Beirut 
today. But it also suggests a deeper issue: 
the loyalty of many young people who 
have not, unlike younger generations in 
the U.S. or Europe, made a conscious 
decision to look condemningly at their 
parents’—or even their own—role in 
their nations’ conflicts. In particular, I’m 
thinking of the convulsive post-war art of 
Europe after World War I, in Germany 
after World War II, and the American 
response to the war in Vietnam. Art, 
in other words, obsessively engaged in 
self-critique and moral purging. Beirut is 
still a culture of allegiance to one’s elders. 
Whether a thriving art scene requires 
a kind of generational betrayal or not 
remains to be seen, but for now, works 
like 777 are potent in part because they 

illuminate the struggle to “be good” in 
a place that has seen such bad behavior, 
just as the seven deadly sins mean noth-
ing without our struggle against them.

In his essay, “Tuymans’s Terror,” Law-
rence Rinder articulates the uncanny 
aspects of Luc Tuymans’s paintings in a 
way that is also applicable to the overall 
effect of 777. Rinder writes: “Because 
terror has been relegated to the past, 
the past—as such—has become fraught 
with ominousness.” By simply bringing 
such a large crowd to re-experience, or 
have a first glimpse of this decimated 
theatre, and to see it function as a place 
of transformation, was a balancing of 
artistic invitation and confrontation. 
This was important to Krafft, a primary 
reason for working with the idea of sin 
in the first place. Just as sin represents a 
form of stagnation, of remaining locked 
in old or regressive behaviors; redemp-
tion from sin suggests at least a fraught 
path forward. As Krafft explained to 
me, “You’re marked by a sin—a sin is 
communal—but a dream you wake 
from.” This could be seen as naïve, even 
anathema to the theological idea of sin 
and its personal domain, its promise of 
individual salvation.

But Krafft is not naïve. She does not 
coerce her students but tailors her per-
formances to their wishes and talents; 
if they believe their work is purely 
spectacle, an opportunity to simply 
entertain, so be it. On the other hand, 
much of her preparation is devoted to 
training them to trust—in its own way a 
subversive act. For this performance, her 
students trained by running blindfolded 
into mattresses with all their force, or 
taking many minutes to fall as slowly as 
possible, with a chair, to the floor. The 
excruciating final minutes of the show, 
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in which her performers enacted “sloth,” 
for example, display the performers’ care-
ful preparation. They moved so incre-
mentally time itself seemed to collapse. 
Krafft describes the final scene, with its 
performers inert and a lone dancer mov-
ing her way between the bodies under 
a constant fall of feathers as “a snowy 
battlefield of sleeping bodies.”

Krafft started with a simple, arithmeti-
cal idea for 777; she encouraged her 
performers to transform the seven sins 
into seven dreams in seven minutes. 
Using twenty-eight performers and 
twelve designers, all between the ages 
of eighteen and twenty-five, the result-
ing forty-nine-minute, one-time only 
performance employed tableaux, dervish 
dance, shadow-play—most of its effects 
derived by The Dome itself—and an 
incredibly industrious use of materials 
gathered from hardware stores in Dahieh, 
an area badly hit in the last Israeli inva-
sion of 2006. Krafft’s students escorted 
her to the Hezbollah-administered areas, 
where items like ropes, boots, and all 
necessary alternative light sources includ-
ing miner’s caps and flashlights could be 
purchased cheaply. As Krafft confides, 
“The most expensive item was the air,” 
referring to the helium balloons used in 
the performance. Yet, even watching the 
video documentation, the visual effects 
remain otherworldly, so much stranger 
than the simple bolts of fabric,  feathers, 
and food she used. Krafft not only 
absorbed influences from Erich Won-
der, but one can see aspects of German 
composer/theatre artist Heiner Goebbels 
in her work, from whom she claims to 
have “learned about silence and absence.” 
Indeed, the whole piece was carried out 
in silent movements. It was clear that 
Krafft had considered nearly every aspect 
of the raw space, and how she could keep 

its dome, acoustically and visually, at 
the center of the event: how its echoes 
and natural light could be introduced as 
characters into the work.

The performance began with figures 
obscured at the back of the theatre and 
behind a vast forty-five by eighteen-foot 
cinema screen that revealed only their 
wading boots, which conjured sewerage 
workers, or butchers. Performers from 
the back of the theatre filed forward to 
the stage in thin, white plastic laboratory 
overalls that appeared like chrysalides. 
The performers in lab overalls carried 
small lights in their hands to the stage, 
and then rolled out over a large white 
sheet that covered the unswept floor. 
They lay there still, frozen. A spot-lit, 
queen-like figure was then introduced, 
attended to by two figures in what 
looked like white beekeeper uniforms. 
After helping the Queen to her feet 
and settling a veil over her, they moved 
among the prone figures, carrying a 
microphone, and when the microphone 
was placed at the mouth of one of these 
recumbent figures, it gasped to life. 
The sudden first indrawn breath was 
terrifying, sonically and visually. The 
performers, their lips painted black, rose 
up briefly on one arm, with their mouths 
open like taxidermic animals, baring 
teeth. One after another, these cocoons 
drew breath and entered the action of the 
performance. The beekeeper-attendants 
attached balloons to elevate the veil of 
the Queen, making her appear almost 
cloud-like. This floating fabric gave the 
whole room a sense of weightlessness 
while the Queen, absorbed by her reflec-
tion in mirror gloves, seemed impervi-
ous to the action of the performers on 
stage. The chrysalis figures rose to their 
feet, watching, at least temporarily 
enchanted, until they approached the 
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Queen,  picking the balloons from her—
denuding her of this celestial garment—
and allowing the balloons to rise to the 
roof of The Dome, and the veil to fall 
to the floor.

The chrysalis figures moving about the 
stage were visually reminiscent of David 
Cronenberg’s mysterious children in the 
film, The Brood, and in some way, this 
reminiscence seems apt. In the movie, 
a patient at a private clinic (Samantha 
Eggar) literally gives birth to her rage 
through a series of ectopic pregnancies. 
The woman’s mutant “children” all wear 
similar hooded outfits and are quick to 
rouse. The mother of these “children” 
need only think angrily about someone 
she has perceived to have wronged her, 
and her “brood” exacts her vengeance 
without her awareness of it. The film 
has much to say about repression—and 
of generational violence—particularly 
because the children in the film are 
nothing if not fiercely loyal to their 
sequestered mother; in fact, they are the 
manifestations of her repressed resent-
ments. This is, of course, the danger that 
confronts any post-war generation: that 
the lines and demarcations—of neigh-
borhoods, religions, races, perceived 
histories—once essential knowledge to a 
parent, forge a hyper-vigilant psyche in 
the next generation. Individuation—if it 
happens—requires either a radical break 
from the past, or a sense of conscious 
independence from it. 

The risk of internalizing the blood feuds 
of a prior generation is that a new gen-
eration may never fully be realized. In 
The Brood, the mutant children have no 
belly buttons, no language, and live only 
to settle old scores. Potentially, this is the 
cost of loyalty. Oddly enough, Brecht 
conceived his Anna I and Anna II simi-

larly: as an incomplete, or at least, non-
integrated person, and people who are 
mere products of the choices presented 
to them, and not those they construct 
or visualize for themselves, are easily 
multiplied, and easily manipulated. 

The figures on the stage of Krafft’s 777 
experience sin as a kind of contagion; 
one sees another’s indulgence in it, and 
they, too, quickly join in, seemingly 
emboldened. Either that, or a single 
entity overwhelms the others. One of 
the strongest moments of 777 occurs 
shortly after the veil is removed from 
the Queen. At the center of the stage, 
a figure rises under a white cloth, and 
moving crab-like across the stage, begins 
to gobble the performers, one at a 
time beneath the sheet. At this point, 
the figures become a kind of human 
jellyfish, illuminated from within, 
and roped around the waist, gathered 
together in a pulsing movement. The 
space becomes an aquarium. At some 
point, from the throbbing mass of sil-
houetted figures under fabric, individual 
performers leapt from the flesh-like mesh 
and dashed across the floor—a violent 
individuation—until all had dispersed 
to various unlit corners of the stage. 
On the one hand, as pure spectacle it 
was surprising and strangely satisfying; 
on the other hand, deeply suggestive of 
Beirut’s difficult holding together of so 
many former enemies, often still divided 
by disputed perspectives on the past, not 
to mention the future.

Later, a door of The Dome was thrown 
open, and the last remaining shafts of 
sunset filtered into the vast space. A fire 
dancer entered, torches on each hand. 
This was the only moment in the per-
formance when a single person occupied 
the stage, and I can’t imagine a specta-
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tor not rapt by the terrifying beauty of 
watching that young woman move across 
the space, nothing but the sound of the 
flames cutting the air. Smoke quickly 
filled the space; it was the one point in 
the piece when one could imagine the 
ferocious battles that had taken place in 
The Dome, and the performer’s dance 
seemed somehow purifying, like the 
burning of sage. 

While Krafft and her crew had many 
ideas about how they intended to repre-
sent each sin and its transformation into 
a dream, 777 was strongest when the sin 
was most difficult to discern; the piece 
had the gravity and dynamism required 
to work on a subliminal level. In fact, 
since it was consciously conceived to 
be apolitical, but was staged in such a 
charged location, the work functioned 
as a metaphor of cultural sublimation. 
There are many ways that culture man-
ages sin; there is obviously confession, 
but there is also the scapegoat, and 
punishment. Some cultures allow for 
the indulgence of sins on special occa-
sions or in specific venues, others ascribe 
their sins to the past, where they remain 
inchoate, a set of unspoken temptations 
and risks. The point of itemizing sins—
and the persistent iconic power of the 
seven deadly sins—is perhaps to remind 
us of that which destroys not only indi-
vidual but also civic life. 

“Gluttony” was a moment when a lit-
eral interpretation of sin threatened to 
weaken the production. The staging of a 
Bacchanalia, beginning with vast trays of 
fruit and culminating in the rummaging 
of a corpse, seemed to make a silly argu-
ment that if one indulges in too much 
fruit, he may as easily acquire a taste for 
blood. Interestingly, the grubbing for 
food during this feast stained the sheets 

on which the performers crouched and 
fought, and these were, at the end of 
the piece, drawn up with a pulley and 
displayed, not unlike the bloody shrouds 
of Hermann Nitsch, which would have 
well-suited this space.

The lively entrance of a kind of Gol-
dilocks figure, carrying water balloons 
in two large purses, returned the piece 
to its perverse innocence. Rolling these 
water balloons to the “cast” assembled 
at the edges of the fabric, the girl in 
flouncy skirts, hair crowned and sleeves 
stuffed with ping pong balls, introduced 
the performers to intoxication, and they 
engaged with these balloons in a sensual 
delirium, eventually tearing them open 
over themselves and standing wet, still 
unfulfilled. At this point, the Goldilocks 
figure bent backward and another per-
former dangled a balloon over her, taunt-
ingly. She leaned even more deeply back 
to receive its contents, and in a shocking 
moment, is doused by a black, inky 
liquid, and collapses: a simultaneous 
birth, baptism, and death. 777 invoked 
so many scenes suggestive of birth—in 
this case, of a kind of dreadful amniotic 
fluid—that The Dome itself began to feel 
like the inside of a womb.

777 was not only a site-specific event, 
but historically specific, too; in the next 
year, The Dome is slated for refurbish-
ing. With enough initiative, it is possible 
to remove the signs of war, to sew up 
a wounded city with commerce and 
construction. One could argue that 
performances like this one are a reason 
for keeping some of Beirut’s destroyed 
buildings intact; on the other hand, 
memorializing war can just as easily 
enable one to consign it to the past. The 
performance was ecstatically received, 
though there is little critical writing on 
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the arts in Beirut; how it felt for the 
parents who had perhaps entered that 
building with apprehension, we cannot 
know. The students who participated 
spoke of being involved in something 
so much bigger than they had imagined. 
Perhaps performance art, because it 
has not been touched by the preceding 
generation, and is as yet unmarked by 
it, will engender more conscious engage-
ment with the forces that once tore this 

city apart. 777 suggested that Beirut 
may ultimately find the courage to use 
performance art as a means to break from 
the loyalties that once defined it, and to 
awaken from the dream promised by its 
developers. With courage, performance 
art may provide a voice for Beirut’s 
abashed youth, responsible for their 
uniquely complex future. Fortunately, 
courage is no sin.

ADAM KLEIN is an Assistant Professor of English at The American Uni-
versity of Afghanistan. He is the author of the Lambda Literary Award-
nominated collection of stories, The Medicine Burns, published by High Risk 
Books. He is the author of Tiny Ladies and the artist monograph, Jerome: 
After the Pageant. He is a frequent contributor to SF Camerawork Journal 
and is the singer and songwriter for the band, The Size Queens. The band’s 
video, Reading Rosalind Krauss, was selected by Amy Sillman for ArtForum’s 
2009 top ten list. 
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AMANULLAH MOJADIDI’S SPECTRAL DOCUMENTS OF MIGRATION
By Adam Klein

I first met Amanullah Mojadidi while he was doing an artist residency at Traffic in
Dubai, U.A.E. I had seen his TED talk and wanted to inquire about his artistic
practice in Kabul and perhaps invite him to speak to a class at the American
University of Afghanistan. He arrived, looking as he does in the video—tall, loose-
limbed, tattooed, long-bearded—and how he describes himself and titles a body of
work: “Afghan by blood, redneck by the grace of God.” But this tagline, which he
uses in his brief, very funny TED presentation, establishes him as more situated in
these identities than he in fact is.

Raised in Florida, Mojadidi is a walking snapshot of Afghan–American relations in
2014—a quirky mix of aggression and alliance, of mutual engagement and
incomprehension, of a fidgety, impermanent commitment to constructing a future in
which both sides can claim their own successful retention of “exceptional” values:
American democracy and Afghan independence. Of course, both national narratives
are characterized by a particular stubbornness. This makes the Afghan redneck a
quite plausible, even logical, transnational identity. Mojadidi is far more complex
than the sum of his DNA and cultural affiliations (though these are quite complex to
be sure). He works between the overlap of two nations’ narratives, creating
something that, on the surface, seems merely satiric, an irreconcilable opposition,
but with more time is surprisingly naturalized and consumed.

http://www.sfcamerawork.org/home/
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Afghan by Blood, Redneck by the Grace of God. Images by Amanullah Mojadidi with photographer Lorenzo

Tugnoli.

Mojadidi is in frequent movement, literally and figuratively. He has lived in Kabul
since 2003, but his site-based works frequently emerge from residencies abroad—in
Dubai and India. Over time, the depictions of his origins and identity have grown
more annexed, regionalized. Moreover, his work runs the gamut from posed tableaux
to land- and time-based works in which his photo documentation is more abstracted,
almost purely conceptual.

The early tableaux depicting Mojadidi as an armed jihadi gangster at the center of
adoring women in chadri, or a Confederate Afghan at a fried chicken shop (in Kabul,
KFC conveniently refers to Kabul Fried Chicken) are seemingly simpler to engage,
intended to read as an encounter between cultures at war. However, the recent
photos that now document a series of publicly engaged performance/installation
works are particularly appealing. They attempt to document a series of actions that
precede them, but those actions can’t possibly be reconfigured from them. While
Mojadidi isn’t practicing “photography” any longer as a primary component of his
work, these documents—some not even shot by him—show a more interesting
philosophical undertaking in his overall approach.

In keeping with his mise-en-scène pieces, Mojadidi has photographed a clothing line
of refabricated traditional Afghan clothing—“conflict chic,” as he calls it (not far from
the Army Navy surplus stores and various forms of survivalist gear one finds in
America)—that included fur-lined suicide vests. Again, the militarizing of folk clothing
may initially read simply as a mocking juxtaposition. And yet, conflict chic is already
a standard in the world of fashion and brings up the deeper questions of global
trade in everything from armaments to contractor guard towers and family security
systems. One can’t help but wonder about the white Toyota trucks employed by the
Taliban (were they simply offered a good deal on them, tested for durability, or was
their whiteness intended to give the appearance of purity?) and the signboards for
Red Bull, and even the energy drink Hell, that line the roads from the Kabul airport
to the city’s clogged interior.
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Though Mojadidi attended only one painting class in the U.S. (he tells me he learned
the color palette, little else), he is by no means an outsider artist (nor an insider—he
earned his master’s degree in cultural anthropology). He is well versed in conceptual
art and mentions as a particularly powerful influence Joseph Beuys. Beuys, whose
notion of gesamtkunstwerk, or social practice artwork that crosses and integrates all
media—from opera to architecture—seems to cover perfectly the broad scope of his
recent undertakings.

When we first met, I asked him where I might pitch a profile piece about him. I admit
I was taken aback when he mentioned Frieze magazine.¹ If a New York artist had
suggested the same—regardless of where he or she hailed from—I would not have
batted an eye. But my own assumptions about an artist working in Afghanistan were
more myopic than I had assumed.

I had imagined an Alighiero Boetti figure, someone who had traveled to Kabul so as
to conduct his business without the capitalist imperatives of those artists captive to
art markets and gallery representation. I thought of Boetti’s hotel, his mail art and
collaboration with local carpet weavers, and believed this could be the only reason
an Afghan artist would live in Kabul: as a performative act in which one follows or re-
creates the best-known Afghan-based artist—known, that is, almost entirely outside
Afghanistan. Either that or he had a family home there where he could make work,
attend to family obligations, and not worry about the stress of rent. Without a family
home, rent in Kabul is exorbitantly high, even now at the close of America’s longest
war—so what else would be the point of situating himself there? Neither answer is
correct. Amanullah married and now resides and works in Kabul but is on his way to
Paris to live with his French wife. Maintaining his studio space has been
problematic, and one is left to assume that he enjoys himself and his access to
countries in the region.

Without a critical infrastructure, Mojadidi ultimately works alone or must rely on the
work of an industrialized, commercial, critical establishment that, like me,
presupposes too much about the influence of culture on someone who is
interrogating plurality and unfixed positions as opposed to the simpler theoretical
questions of genealogy and geographic location. But Afghanistan’s artists have, in
the past few years, drawn more international attention than one might imagine. The
burgeoning rock music scene has caught the attention of Turkish producers, and
Documenta has brought the photographer Masood Kamandy and conceptual artist
Michael Rakowitz to Afghanistan on new projects.

When I later met Amanullah in Kabul, he was working with Luciano Benetton’s 10 X
12 project, which has in its sights a cataloging of artists from every country.
Amanullah had, using his networks, amassed pieces from 140 artists from every
major district in Afghanistan, the bulk of work coming from Herat. Benetton’s giant
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memory project is an enormous act of archiving, of outsourced curatorial efforts, and
in short is a kind of outsized, encyclopedic rebuilding of the world for volumes of
images that rival Google Books’ scanning of public domain texts. But images don’t
require translation, and if communications theorist Vilém Flusser is correct, such
global image gathering exemplifies the point when our ahistoricism requires a return
to the ideogram:

The invention of the alphabet was to supersede magical-mythical (prehistoric)
thought and to make room for a new (historical) consciousness. The alphabet was
the code of historical consciousness. If we should give up the alphabet, it will
surely be because we are trying to supersede historical consciousness. We are
tired of progress, and not only tired: historical thinking has shown itself to be
murderous and mad. That (and not the technical disadvantages of the alphabet)
is the real reason we are prepared to abandon this code.² 

Indeed, artists such as Mojadidi are caught between the concepts of hybridity and
transnational identifications as well as a digital age that attempts to supersede
history altogether, while at the same time returning us to iconic, pictorial, magical
thinking. As for many American artists of Islamic descent, to be colonized/hybridized
by America’s military-industrial complex is to find oneself split between the U.S.’s
euphemizing erasure, or, in the classified language of drone strikes, being targeted
and collateralized. The other option is to take on the passionate rhetoric of Islamic
resistance—in which geopolitics are never secularized, never about temporary allies
and strategies but always a humiliation, and no target is singular but always plural,
tribal. Mojadidi’s work straddles these networks of faceless power and affiliation,
resulting in his identification with land and people while eschewing narrower
narratives of displacement, victimization, and occupation.

Mojadidi delivers quite an account of his arrival in Afghanistan at the age of
nineteen, entering from Peshawar, Pakistan, on the back of a truck full of Afghan
National Liberation Front (ANLF) Mujahedeen fighters. At last, no longer the target of
redneck racial and religious slurs, he rolled into his “native place” and soon found
himself in combat with other out-of-view communist fighters in the Battle for
Jalalabad. He describes a firefight almost as a cordial volley—an unusual first contact
with his “homeland.” After trying the rocket launcher himself and being
congratulated on his military indoctrination, he quickly realized that he might not be
a Florida redneck, but neither was he one of these “liberators.” Rather, he initially
worked with an NGO to develop educational programs, elementary school puppet
theaters, and school gardens.

Later he worked briefly as the director of culture and heritage at Turquoise
Mountain, a renowned institution for Afghan craftspeople. Amanullah is too
concerned, or skeptical, to have prevailed long in this position, as Turquoise
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Mountain—a cultural organization itself—also had a Department of Culture, as
though some creative works would be excluded from the culture, while others would
help codify it. His own work made this rather rigid idea of culture as a referent to an
unspecified past impossible to dictate or even absorb. One could almost say that his
work is not the product of the conflict between identities but the exile from stable
identities. It is no wonder that Amanullah’s pieces have progressively moved to faux-
archaeological digs and rudimentary construction projects—neither produced in
Afghanistan, nor maintained, except through inconclusive “documentary”
photographs.

When we met in Dubai, he described the city as “creating its traditional and
contemporary identity simultaneously.” This seems a good way to engage his diverse
body of work, which uses the conflict embedded in regional histories to combat the
ideological lens attached to disciplines of biography, biology, architecture, and
archaeology—to history, period.

He had proposed building a wall for his residency at Traffic—an ironic play on the
title Museum Without Walls. It wasn’t surprising then to find Amanullah dispirited
when we met in Dubai. His proposed project for Traffic required permission from
global property developer Emaar to construct his piece adjacent to the Burj Khalifa,
the icon of “downtown” Dubai. Anyone interviewing artists in the Middle East or
South Asia will inevitably come upon Emaar, the “premier lifestyle” provider
responsible for the entire rebuilding of downtown Beirut, the Armani Hotel brand,
and planned communities in India’s chaotic cities, with their advertisements
depicting white suburbs entirely disconnected from their potential inhabitants.
Without the corporation’s permission, Amanullah had to work on an alternative plan.
He appeared preoccupied by it. I only read about it after he had completed it. And so
it was in Kabul—many months later, over a relaxed dinner at a Cambodian restaurant
—that I could talk to him about how his idea evolved and could see the photographs
that documented the piece.

Amanullah explained that he had finally been told of a less developed lot where he
could engage people in the making of mud bricks as part of his project. This most
primitive form of construction was actually quite difficult to manage: soil had to be
purchased in Dubai. Sand and coral stone may be ubiquitous in the Emirates, but
soil and hay had to be purchased from a construction company. In Dubai, mud had
only been used in the past for perimeter walls. This idea of creating something so
antiquated abutting feverishly built skyscrapers was one way to introduce the
conflict of a simultaneously traditional and contemporary city. He invited participants
in the making of the large soil slabs and constructed a partial wall, only about waist
high.

More important was what he didn’t construct: the small sliver of shade the wall cast
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on the sidewalk. On returning to the site, he found that migrant construction
workers, most brought in from Bangladesh and India, had left water bottles beside
the structure. Wanting to engage these workers, he dispersed mats. On returning to
the site the following day, the workers had resettled the mats beside the walls and
more water bottles were left. The piece transformed into a way of communicating
with the invisible workforce, driven in from the camps on the city’s outskirts.

After his residency was over, Amanullah’s friend discovered that demolition crews
were knocking down the concrete walls and buildings on the lot. Oddly, they hadn’t
touched the mud wall. Amanullah speculates that the wall was left because the
earthly material—the mud bricks—suggested something these laborers had a
connection to, something impossible to obtain from concrete. “The precision of the
destruction was too provocative, not arbitrary,” he explained. He had his friend in
Dubai photograph the demolition, and the photos represent a distinct move from the
earlier staged, satiric tableaux in which Amanullah was his own subject. Now, the
photos depict an absent, or implied, subject and are purposefully “documentation”
of a time-based and site-specific event—or nonevent, since it was a speculative
interaction after all. This is where Aman’s projects open themselves up to chance
and a far more fecund approach to critique. His photographic documentation must
invoke ghosts, presences that do not speak or reveal themselves, and yet possess a
power—almost entirely undisclosed to the casual observer—to convey presence,
attachment, and mobility. As Levi R. Bryant writes,

Objects or generative mechanisms are defined not by their qualities or events, but
rather by their powers or capacities. […] In other words, objects are not constituted
by their relations to the rest of the world. While relations to other objects often
play a key role in the precipitation of events or qualities in objects, we must here
recall that objects are not identical to their qualities but are rather the ground of
qualities.³

Mojadidi sets an operation in process, and the interactions, which he has not
anticipated or even witnessed, become the subject of speculative photographs
marking the project’s seeming termination. In other words, the photographs
document the work he no longer attends nor ever orchestrated totally. It becomes a
way of investigating his own work: how it behaves as a public project.
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Images of the wall and the wall with tushaks by Amanullah Mojadidi. Images of the demolition by Nilo O. Pantig,

Jr.

Invited to create a piece for the Kochi-Muziris Biennale in India, Mojadidi looked
more deeply at his family history. The resulting archaeological “dig” he titled What
Histories Lay Beneath Our Feet? Wedding some “truth” about his family’s migration
to Sirhind, India, he tells the etymological story of his family name, which derived
from the Naqshbandi Sufi leader Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi, who in the late
1500s/early 1600s became Al Mujaddid-i-al Thani. (Here Amanullah explains that
every century a renewer/scholar of the religion comes around to restore the “purity”
of the religion.) Amanullah’s descendant Haji Safiullah then migrated back to
Afghanistan, where he settled in Shor Bazaar in the Old City and took on the last
name Mujaddidi, from al-Mujaddid, which has since been spelled in different ways,
including Mojadidi. But the etymology of Amanullah’s last name isn’t nearly as
interesting as the confabulated ancestor whose story was provided at the
“archaeological” site in an open-air “dig” of Aspin Wall House (the vast colonial
warehouse where spices, timber, hides, and rubber were prepared for shipment to
England—and which held the Biennale).

Not deep in the ground outside Aspin Wall, Amanullah uncovered clay pottery. He



2/5/14 5:56 PMJournal — SF Camerawork

Page 10 of 15http://www.sfcamerawork.org/journal

had also brought his own “antiquities” from Afghanistan, including a compass and
the blue lapis prayer beads of a Tasbih. (In an interesting slip, these beads
supposedly belong to the fictional figure Zaman Mujaddidi, a man who rejected
religious orthodoxy and was consequently disowned by his father. Why, one
wonders, would a man who had rejected religious orthodoxy keep the prayer beads?)
According to the Hadith, pebbles and stones already proclaim “Glory be to Allah.”
Once in the hand of the Holy Prophet, the pebbles became audible,
comprehensible.⁴ Also, Tasbih, as a verb, translates to “travel swiftly.” These two
concepts—(1) that stones (or, in the case of Amanullah’s wall, soil bricks) speak to
people, penetrate them in ways that are unpredictable and profound, and (2)
migration, or swift movement—are both essential to this late work. Amanullah wrote
out the entire fictionalized life of Zaman, and one can’t help but imagine that some
part of himself closely identifies with this fictional persona, whose iconoclasm and
anticolonial thinking offer so much more coloration than the mere etymology of one’s
last name. At Aspin Wall, Amanullah presented these artificial “finds” in Ziploc bags,
cataloging them and displaying them. His counterfactual family story is presented as
historical record.
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Images at Aspin Wall by Amanullah Mojadidi.

It is important to keep in mind the intensely politicized idea of migration in India.
India’s partition in 1947 and the Afghan civil war in 1978 created a deep sense of
religious and ethnic divisions throughout the region. India’s partition was the largest
migration in history, with an estimated 10 to 15 million people crossing its redrawn
borders in violent eruption. Afghanistan, too, suffered the largest refugee crises
between 1978 and 2001, resulting in upwards of 6 million people driven to
neighboring Pakistan and Iran by the mid-eighties. Considering these upheavals,
Mojadidi’s work registers on deep, often unexamined levels of regional identities
now severed and reduced. Mojadidi’s genealogy and his counterfactual history
traverse those lines and introduce—in the fictional telling of Zaman’s story—the
possibility of movement not imposed by force and war but by choice, conscience,
and chosen affiliations. Amanullah explained, “Archaeology is in and of itself a
political discipline. A large number of people showed up and believed [the family
histories and the site itself] but felt manipulated by the piece. But this was the
desired effect, because this is what our own history books do.”
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Similarly, the formalities of cataloging and photographing the “evidence” at Aspin
Wall suggests the greater value in Amanullah’s photographic recording of
speculative events. For, while photography has moved from a central medium in his
work, his casual documentation carries a potency of inarticulate conveyance, as
though it possessed—like the stones of the Tasbih—the power to glorify or extol.
Describing Auguste Salzmann’s photographs of Jerusalem in 1855, Abigail Solomon-
Godeau wrote,

Proposing a history of photography, in which photography is understood as a
history of distinct genres and styles, supposes that one can make a distillation of
the cultural solution from which discrete images will precipitate out. But because
the history of photography is, in reality, integrally bound up with numerous
discourses—those of science, of geographic expansion and imperialism, of
reproduction, of architecture, of archaeology, and so forth—the extraction of art
ends finally with the suppression of all the others.⁵

Amanullah appears to push the medium of photography to the least communicative
of his strategies, for each work requires lengthy discussions of the evolution of a
piece, none of which can be drawn from the blunt evidence of the image. Armed
with a strong sense of the ideological function of the discourses addressed in
Solomon-Godeau’s quote, he appears to treat the photographs as a personal
mnemonic link system, from which he can later detail the preceding actions of the
performance or installation.

There are many artists who have struggled with the problem of representing culture
—as a broad concept—who have found the mediums of representation too
compromising. Maya Deren, filmmaker, anthropologist, and author of Divine
Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti, had initially imagined herself filming ritual
dance in Haiti but ultimately found the anthropological categorizations of her mentor
Gregory Bateson too mechanistic. Catrina Neiman, in her article “Art and
Anthropology: The Crossroads,” recounts Margaret Mead’s most vivid memory of
Deren describing ritual and children’s games: “[She] trace[d] hopscotch lines in the
air. Deren repeatedly invoked this image to illustrate the way in which we define an
artificial, ritual space, a frame of reference, boundaries that may not be crossed or
stepped upon.” ⁶

Similarly, artist Allan McCollum, in Lost Objects, cast dinosaur bones in concrete,
each different, drawn from fossils discovered in Utah. McCollum seeks a method to
address history without the specificity of culture. In an interview with Thomas
Lawson, he states:

In a sense, culture is too much to have to think about. It’s too much to have to
know. This is probably not only an American impulse; it’s probably more generally
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a modern impulse to want to reduce things into some simpler form. […] I didn’t
think you could get at that feeling of “timeness” without leapfrogging over cultural
artifacts. What was I going to choose—something Sumerian? Or Mayan? It would
always be something from somewhere. Then it would be, why choose that and not
the other? So I narrowed it down to a very rare, almost curiosity type of object
more than a historical type of object.⁷

Amanullah’s work moves between the approaches of Deren and McCollum. Where
Deren sees cultural practice as embedded in the sacral—therefore inappropriate for
the probing of “orthodox” scientific discipline—McCollum avoids (in Lost Objects)
anything human centered, made by hand. By removing the human-centeredness,
McCollum brings in fossils and seashells as examples of works that should have
“value” if originality is actually a measure of an art economy. Mojadidi is equally
annoyed by those who see art as essentially subordinate to national narratives and
“anoint” cultural production, codify it, through a variety of historical discourses.

Mojadidi mentions the Samangan monastery stupa near Mazar-I-Sharif and a
renowned Tajik scholar who has claimed that the stupa was Zoroastrian before it
became Islamic, in this way erasing Afghanistan’s Buddhist history. This brings me
to my students’ reaction to his TED talk. While they found his critique of Afghan
corruption humorous and engaging, they immediately wanted to know how a self-
proclaimed atheist could embark on a jihad. He appeared momentarily taken aback:
“I’ve never heard anyone ask that before.” But the students, so quick to identify
what they imagined an inconsistency in his story were only acknowledging their
desire for consistency—something Amanullah has long lived without. Similarly, the
people who encountered his archaeological site imagined that they were
encountering the rediscovered items that could stitch them to their broad regional
histories, fill in the gaps of time and traumatic separation. But Amanullah seemed to
know already that that could only happen through the imagined and loosely
reconstructed past, a past built contemporaneously each time we assert it.

 

 

Adam Klein is editor of The Gifts of the State: New Afghan Writing and author of the
short-story collection The Medicine Burns, the novel Tiny Ladies, and the artist
monograph Jerome: After the Pageant (Jerome Caja). His interdisciplinary works and
stories have been published in MIT’s Performance Art Journal, Essays and Fictions,
Fourteen Hills, Fiction International, The New York Times “At War” blog, and
elsewhere. He is also singer/songwriter for the band The Size Queens, whose videos
have premiered on Electric Literature, Ninth Letter, and the Doctor T. J. Eckleburg
Review. 



2/5/14 5:56 PMJournal — SF Camerawork

Page 15 of 15http://www.sfcamerawork.org/journal

 

 

 

NOTES

1. Since then he has been written about in Jennifer Kabat’s Frieze blog.
2. Vilém Flusser, Does Writing Have a Future? Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2011.
3. Levi R. Bryant, The Democracy of Objects. Open Humanities Press, 2011.
4. Mufti Shafi Usmani, Ma'ariful Qur'an (English), vol. 5,
www.classicalislamgroup.com, 2007.
5. Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Photography at the Dock: Essays on Photographic
History, Institutions, and Practices. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1991.
6. Catrina Neiman, “Art and Anthropology: The Crossroads,” October 14 (autumn
1980), MIT Press.
7. Thomas Lawson, Allan McCollum. Los Angeles: A.R.T. Press, 1996.

 

 

DOWNLOAD PDFs OF PAST ARTICLES

December 2013: No Medium, Craig Dworkin (MIT Press, Cambridge, 2013) by A. Will
Brown

November 2013: Photography Through the Eyes of a Collector by Erin O'Toole

October 2013: Allan Sekula Against the Grain by Roula Seikaly

 

https://twitter.com/sfcamerawork
https://www.facebook.com/sfcamerawork
http://www.sfcamerawork.org/journal-dworkin
http://www.sfcamerawork.org/journal-dworkin
http://www.sfcamerawork.org/david-mahoney
http://www.sfcamerawork.org/against-the-grain










No truth to speak to powerA new anthology of Joan Didion's nonfiction shines light on an author long resigned to
uncertainty and the incomprehensibleBy Adam Klein› lit@sfbg.com">lit@sfbg.com

ESSAY In 2005, The Year of Magical Thinking won the National Book Award, and Joan Didion was forcefully returned to the
public eye. Describing the death of her husband and collaborator, John Gregory Dunne, and the simultaneous critical illness
of their daughter, Quintana, she conveyed a voice that attempted to hold "voice" together, to use the reportorial tools
she'd amassed over 40 years of writing, mostly to address the daily voodoo that afflicted her: Could a loved one's clothes
be thrown away? Will he or she return for them?

Didion, known for her radical skepticism, wrote with care and urgency, but also posed the sorts of questions that are
critical to a journalist's life. How exactly did he die? Did he suffer? And this reflects an interesting conundrum of her
writing: she is often asking what she doesn't fully want to know. In the seven books of nonfiction collected in We Tell
Ourselves Stories in Order to Live, released this month by Everyman Library, these two forces — the compulsion toward
revelation and clarification, and at the same time the resistance to the idea of the truth being explicable, providing
epiphany, shape, or meaning — are in constant conflict. Didion appears to set up a story only to leave it unresolved, and
for that matter, to remind us that we can no better understand personal or political motivations than we can mortality.
People believe what they want, and in this sense, there is no truth to speak to power. Belief, no matter how passionate, is
always delusional, and almost always serves power.

The reasons for Magical Thinking's success are debatable, but perhaps death — not the indiscriminate, numbered or
unnumbered deaths we sometimes read about, but intimate, personal loss — was something we weren't engaging
properly, with our country embroiled in two wars, sustaining and responsible for pointless losses overseas. Perhaps, with a
ban on images of the returning dead, we had the notion of grieving on our minds. And while Didion doesn't exactly assuage
grief, perhaps her name suggested that we might find a context for it. She has written, after all, on most of America's
major wars, the wounds sustained therein, and the cultural divisions that make them so difficult to heal.

Perhaps we recalled something she'd written once about the Vietnam War or civil rights or El Salvador, something that
might return us to thoughts of our frailties, our practice of foreign entanglements that make some ask, "Why do they hate
us?" and others, "Why don't we hate ourselves more?" Of one thing she is certain: the contempt of the government for its
electorate. She has almost single-handedly articulated the exponential gap between the concerns of the people and the
clique who govern them. And in this chronological collection of books, Didion continually returns to the question of whether
power can serve what it despises.

At the start of Political Fictions, a collection of essays originally published in 2001, Didion proposes a shared, humble
misconception. "The notion of voting," she writes, "as a consumer transaction (the voter 'pays' with his or her vote to
obtain the ear of his or her professional politician, or his or her 'leader,' or by logical extension his or her 'superior') might
seem a spiritless social contract, although not — if it actually delivered on the deal — an intrinsically unworkable one."
What she describes is, of course, the underpinnings of democracy as many of us imagine it. It is also the hallmark of our
current administration's "Project for the New American Century": a plan to spread democracy, or at least open markets,
covertly and overtly in the global arena.

By the time we get to "Vichy Washington" in that same collection, Didion is identifying intentionality and manipulations
behind the scenes, scenes that include characters like Paula Jones, Anne Coulter, and Linda Tripp — the nearly
indistinguishable heads of a hydra almost impossible to kill. Didion reminds us of Coulter's comment on CNBC in 1997 —
"There are lots of us busy elves working away in Santa's workshop" — and then provides the elves with a backstory, as
lawyers who can help peddle a book deal and, she discovers, as "the shadow legal team for Jones v. Clinton who would
later become the Office of the Independent Council."

Didion is drawn to power, whether she writes on real estate, the machinations of Hollywood, the movements of water, or —
what has of late compelled her almost exclusively — the bit players who function as trip wires in the practice of politics. But
she is also weary of these stories, offering none of the gloating triumph we expect of journalists who are, as they say,
closing in on the truth. In the brilliant, grave, and intensely ethical book Salvador (1983), she writes, with the heaviness of
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having witnessed a country torn apart by covert operations, littered with "body dumps":

"This was a shopping center that embodied the future for which El Salvador was presumably being saved, and I wrote it
down dutifully, this being the kind of 'color' I knew how to interpret, the kind of inductive irony, the detail that was
supposed to illuminate the story. As I wrote it down I realized that I was no longer much interested in this kind of irony,
that this was a story that would not be illuminated by such details, that this was a story that would perhaps not be
illuminated at all, that this was perhaps even less a ‘story’ than a true noche obscura."

We can see her resignation to things that will remain — in that dark night — shadowy and unidentified and nameless as
any corpse left on the roadside. And yet, Didion's unwillingness to carry the torch and her insistence on continually asking
whether there's anything authentic in the telling suggest a deep respect for writing as the last act wherein, if one can't find
truth, one can at least unveil layers of untruth. In another scene from Salvador, she realizes that she has been in the
company of the grandson of a ruthless death squad leader: "It occurred to me that this was the first time in my life that I
had been in the presence of obvious 'material' and felt no professional exhilaration at all, only personal dread."

Unlike the gloating tell-all journalists who squeeze books out of once having spoken with Bin Laden for five minutes, Didion
seems acutely aware that those we trumpet as monsters are splinters and fragments, dumped around the world, products
of intergovernmental intrigues. Death squads and terrorists are parts of a vast machine, full of operatives and former
believers betrayed in one way or another by the fickle priorities of the governments they work for or against.

In this regard, there are two grave misconceptions that we can carry into a reading of Didion's nonfiction. One is that her
observations are drawn from a particular sense of clarity or prescience or access to the right people at the right time. The
other is that she actually sought clarity, that her interest in a particular essay was to isolate causes, predict endings, or
answer the complex questions of the past 40 years. Nothing in We Tell Ourselves Stories suggests that this has been her
mission. To the contrary, Didion seems interested in incomprehension as a state that one can enter reverentially or with
wariness, but in which one stays — regardless of one's imagined proximity to the truth or the larger picture.

Didion's reputation was earned early with works that polarized and fascinated her readers. The new anthology begins with
two of these: Slouching toward Bethlehem (1968) and The White Album (1979), essay collections that take us from Joan
Baez's Institute for the Study of Nonviolence and into the Reagan presidency. They do not paint a picture of a cohesive
counterculture or the birth pains of a liberal America. And while they quickly became classics, they may carry a more
resonant irony today than on their release, when Didion might have been dismissed by some as merely cranky. It's now
painfully clear that the idealism of the time could not hold, now that the Beatles' "All You Need Is Love" is a credit card
jingle.

In the brief essay "California Dreaming," from Slouching toward Bethlehem, Didion provides a terrifying look at the Center
for the Study of Democratic Institutions, revealing the mysterious, anti-intellectual, and once well-funded think tank as a
place where everyone is selected secretly — tapped, so to speak — and oddly engaged, via expensive meetings and private
forums with powerbrokers, in shaping the future of democracy. Elsewhere in the collection she writes about the optimism
and moral mission of the Jaycees (a national organization dedicated to leadership skill building and volunteerism); about
shopping malls; and finally, about a revered counterculture that seems frighteningly indulgent and out of place on the rest
of the map.

"It was not a country in open revolution," she eloquently intones in the collection's well-known title essay. "It was not a
country under enemy siege. It was the United States of America in the cold late spring of 1967, and the market was steady
and the G.N.P. high and a great many articulate people seemed to have a sense of high social purpose and it might have
been a spring of brave hopes and national promise, but it was not, and more and more people had the uneasy
apprehension that it was not. All that seemed clear was that at some point we had aborted ourselves and butchered the
job, and because nothing else seemed relevant I decided to go to San Francisco."

There Didion mingles with the free-spirited kids of Haight Street, perpetually lost and looking, mostly for drugs, for
freedom they can't imagine outside of sleep. And she theorizes, "They are less in rebellion against the society than
ignorant of it, only able to feed back certain of its most publicized self-doubts, Vietnam, Saran-Wrap, diet pills, the Bomb."
It sounds tragically familiar, only today we lack the self-doubt.

Here as well as in The White Album, she approaches the essay form experimentally, elliptically juxtaposing subjects. "Good
Citizens" and "Notes toward a Dreampolitik," both drawn from The White Album, provide some of the more striking
moments of fragmentation. Politics and Hollywood, civil rights and Nancy Reagan, the Apostolic Church and The Wild
Angels are brought together suggestively, as though they connect because the fabric of society has become stretched, and
the worlds of Hollywood images and political staging must be considered together.

Progressing through We Tell Ourselves Stories, we see an artist moving from early, more organic forms of the essay to
consummately written single-subject books, including the brilliant Salvador, Political Fictions, and Miami (1987). A sharp,
thorough introduction from John Leonard offers a sense of the woman, her idiosyncratic subjects, her essayist's ear, and
her tools. Didion is an avid reader of the most unlikely things, collecting and synthesizing "convention oratory, cable chat,
stump speeches, bull sessions, tell-all memoirs, the dailies, weeklies and transcripts; the white noise, the 'rapture of the
feed.'” She reads as carefully as she writes, and her pointed questioning of statistical data is stunning. She is vigilantly
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aware of deceptions, guises, and gaffes. She has no patience for the idolatry of presidential biographers.

After Henry (1992) offers a series of essays undertaken following the death of Henry Robbins, her editor of many years.
Though she expresses concern over losing this dependable ear, she writes confidently on the Reagans, Patricia Hearst
(and, somewhat ambivalently, this publication), and the Lawrence Livermore Lab — always providing in these stories the
wry, small details that tell us more about power and its periodic players than we would expect. Her willingness to accept
the haphazard, the incidental, and the intuited reminds us again that truth is not the journalist's trade but a moment,
ephemeral, yet available to anyone still interested in it.

Closing the anthology, Where I Was From (a book described as "in progress" in the notes to the collection) functions as a
kind of pastoral coda. Didion looks deep into her family's history, and along with it the history of California, doing so
through memoir and writing on the state's rich and disputed mythology, as laid out in various works of fiction. In
describing Frank Norris's 1901 wheat-farming novel The Octopus, Didion perhaps best describes what is inherent in her
own work: "The Octopus is not, as it might logically seem to be, a story of an agrarian society overtaken by the brute
momentum of industrialization: the octopus, if there is one, turns out to be neither the railroad nor corporate ownership
but indifferent nature."

Together, these seven books magnificently enlarge our understanding of Didion's relation to this indifference. It is what
motivates her sense of the powerlessness she encounters in Salvador; her reporting on ubiquitous but ultimately hopeless
CIA operatives in Miami; the seemingly victimized Machiavels in Political Fictions. These things happen in a world that
operates without compass, energized by incomprehensible allegiances, ideological fanaticisms, and power brokers who
ensure that the playing field is not just uneven but bombed out of existence. And in the end, nature, which includes and is
also defined by us, is indeed indifferent. She remarks on this beautifully, startlingly, in 1970's "At the Dam," from The
White Album, in which she describes a visit to the Hoover Dam and her discovery, before departing, of a star map traced
into the marble floor of the Dam's Reclamation Building:

"I thought of it then, with the wind whining and the sun dropping behind a mesa with the finality of a sunset in space. Of
course that was the image I had seen always, seen it without quite realizing what I saw, a dynamo finally free of man,
splendid at last in its absolute isolation, transmitting power and releasing water to a world where no one is."SFBG
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Pain management 
Dubravka Ugresic's new novel examines the marketplace of misfortune 

By Adam Klein 

> lit@sfbg.com 

REVIEW Imagine for a moment that one's national identity is ultimately an inadequacy, a neurosis, or a failure of 
character. It would be far too simple to suggest that the characters in Dubravka Ugresic's novel The Ministry of Pain suffer 
the anomie of exile. The profound alienation in which they exist cannot be assuaged by communalism, shared memories, 
or even the particularities of a native language. The world is a harder, colder place than that, and the fact that you can't go 
back again is probably your only blessing.  

Uncompromising, unsettling, and persuasive, The Ministry of Pain is a precise indictment of the business of inhumanity. It 
should be read by anyone who professes to care about the vast displacements, physical and psychological, occurring in the 
world at present. It is a book of such violent loneliness that its universality is a thing of terror.  

The novel centers on a group of drifters from the former Yugoslavia who are brought together in a classroom in 
Amsterdam: Croats, Serbs, Bosnians, Slovenians, Macedonians, Montenegrins — all sharing their "Yugonostalgia," a dismal 
remembrance of childhood products, songs, and shared foods. War has shattered their country like a dinner plate, and 
their reluctant teacher, Tanja Lucic, must navigate the minefield of now permanently stateless youths. Pedagogy implies 
the sharing of ideas. In a classroom in which nothing is shared — particularly complicity in the failure of their former 
country — the only thing that remains is a desire for discipline and structure, as though minus a subject the students still 
expect to be evaluated, judged.  

Ugresic's novel begins apprehensively, almost violently, like the act of an autistic child. Tanja states that she at times 
desires to bash her head into the glass case of an Amsterdam transit map. She is unable to express herself in her native 
language, both because she is living in a place where it isn't understood and because of what she's come to recognize as 
its inherent ineptness. She is left to ponder "the larger question of whether a language that hasn't learned to depict reality, 
complex as the inner experience of that reality may be, is capable of doing anything at all — telling stories, for instance." 
Yet a story forms, not one of interlinking lives but of lives unglued, of little relevance to one another. Ugresic's characters 
mostly survive, but their survival seems mechanical and discordant, as though there were no world into which their 
reintegration mattered.  

Ugresic's narrative is only vaguely invested in the personal triumphs and tragedies of Tanja and her students. They merely 
depict the journey made by the emergent "post-Communist underbrush" for whom Ugresic envisions a future in either the 
management or the slave class. "They will form a vibrant young contingent of specialists, organizers, operators and, above 
all, managers, experts in business management, political management, ecological management, cultural management, 
disaster management — the management of life. They will be a genus that propagates itself with inhuman rapidity, as if 
propagation were their sole aim in life. They are the type that always lands on its feet, that has no qualms about living off 
the misfortunes of the people they help, because even misfortune needs to be managed: Misfortune without management 
is merely failure." Toiling on the margins of these "professionals" she sees the throwaway products of the black market: 
"They will rent out fresh East European sexual organs to the weary ones of Enlarged Europe."  

By the novel's end, Tanja finds herself at the Anne Frank museum reading computer-generated quiz questions about 
Frank's life. A phenomenally unsettling moment handled with understated bravery, it makes the story of Frank — that 
doomed icon of cultural memory and forgiveness — and her death seem eerily alien and ineffective. For those of us raised 
on the mythic struggles of Eastern Europe, particularly the grim survivor stories of the Holocaust, Ugresic's book 
interrogates the concept of its redemptive end and the value of a remembrance that has come to look more and more like 
reenactment.  

Ugresic looks at war for what it is: empty, savage repetitions that breed industries, academies, museums, and identities. 
At one point Tanja imagines "a Hague Tribunal the size of a matchbox, with tiny judges in tiny gowns, tiny defendants and 
witnesses, tiny counsels for the defense and prosecution, miniature surrogates simulating a life in which right and wrong 
exist."  
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But in a marketplace built on the management of pain, no one can ever afford justice. It is a marketplace in which the 
nobility of pain is a sale item. Every great work rendered from mass killings and extinctions, the monumental movements 
of refugees, the world falling into vicious militias — all of this builds the reputations of reporters, installs the bureaucrats, 
makes for the largest embassies.  

The titular Ministry of Pain, mentioned only briefly, is a place where fetish clothing is manufactured by some of Tanja's 
students. The novel indicts neither sex work nor human trafficking, but rather the frivolity of capitalist freedom. And Tanja 
does not contrast the pain of war with Dutch liberality, but rather, conflates them: The refugees and their new compatriots 
are equally alienated from their pain. It's surprising and yet consistent, then, that Tanja ultimately chooses to live with a 
former student who has physically assaulted her. In a world where survival offers the choice to live in daily pain or to 
purchase it as an erotic simulation, which would you choose? SFBG  
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