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Vis donc, il le faut, en accusée. C’est toi la porte 
du diable; c’est toi qui as brisé le sceau de l’Arbre ; 
c’est toi qui la première as déserté la loi divine ; 
c’est toi qui as circonvenu celui auquel le diable n’a 
pas pu s’attaquer ; c’est toi qui es venue à bout si 
aisément de l’homme, l’image de Dieu. C’est ton 
salaire, la mort, qui a valu la mort même au Fils de 
Dieu. Et tu as la pensée de couvrir d’ornements tes 
tuniques de peau ?

– Tertullian1

(…) all the rooms of my imagination were lined with 
soft human skin.

– Michelle Lovric2

We write from the marrow of our bones.

– Adrienne Rich3



14 Fall
Old English fallan, feallan, of Germanic origin; the noun is partly from the 
verb, partly from Old Norse fall ‘downfall, sin.’

Loss
Old English los ‘destruction,’ of Germanic origin; related to Old Norse los ‘break-
ing up of the ranks of an army’ and loose; later probably a back-formation from 
lost, past participle of lose.

Lost
Old English losian ‘perish, destroy,’ also ‘become unable to find,’ from los ‘loss.’

Innocent
Middle English: from Old French, or from Latin innocent- ‘not harming,’ from 
in- ‘not ’ + nocere ‘to hurt.’

Suffer
Middle English: from Anglo-Norman French suffrir, from Latin sufferre, from 
sub- ‘from below’ + ferre ‘to bear.’

Bear
Old English beran ‘to bear, bring; bring forth, produce; to endure, sustain; to 
wear,’ from Proto-Germanic *beranan, from Proto-Indo-European root *bher- 
meaning both ‘give birth’ and ‘carry a burden, bring.’



15Harm
Old English hearm, hearmian, of Germanic origin; related to German Harm 
and Old Norse harmr ‘grief, sorrow.’

Fault
Middle English faut(e) ‘lack, failing,’ from Old French, based on Latin fallere 
‘deceive.’ 
Late 13th century, faute, “deficiency,” from O.Fr. faute (12th century) “opening, 
gap; failure, flaw, blemish; lack, deficiency,” from Vulgar Latin fallita ‘a short-
coming, falling,’ noun use of feminine past participle, from Latin falsus ‘decep-
tive, feigned, spurious,’ past participle of fallere ‘deceive, disappoint ’ (see fail). 
Sense of ‘physical defect ’ is from early 14th century; that of ‘moral culpability’ is 
first recorded late 14th century. 

Imply
Late Middle English: from Old French emplier, from Latin implicare, from in- 
‘in’ + plicare ‘to fold.’ The original sense was [entwine, entangle]; in the 16th 
and 17th centuries the word also meant ‘employ.’ 

Enfold
Late Middle English (in the sense ‘involve, entail, imply;’ formerly also as in-
fold): from en- , in- ‘within’ + fold.

Fragment
Late Middle English: from French, or Latin fragmentum, from frangere ‘to 
break.’ 4
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17Disiecta Membra5

In-between Ouverture and Closure. 
Introducing the body, the image,6 the human.  

In Pieces.

Contact images? Images that touch something 
and then someone. Images that cut to the quick 
of a question: touching to see or, on the contrary, 
touching to no longer see; seeing to no longer touch 
or, on the contrary, seeing to touch. Images that 
are too close. Adherent images. Image-obstacles, 
but obstacles that make things appear. Images 
coupled to each other, indeed even to the things 
of which they are the image. Contiguous images, 
images backing each other. Weighty images. Or 
very light images that surface and skim, graze us 
and touch us again. Caressing images. Groping 
or already palpable images. Images sculpted by 
developer, modeled by shadow, molded by light, 
carved by exposure time. Images that catch up with 
us, that manipulate us, perhaps. Images that can 
ruffle or chafe us. Images that grasp us. Penetrating, 
devouring images.
Images that move our hand.

– Georges Didi-Huberman7

Disiecta membra: scattered fragments. This research merges the image, the 
body, the human and the fragment into its subject matter and has left both un-
spoken and spoken, intangible and tangible traces of each topic. This research 
rises and falls with the image: images gave birth to it and there are images 
that were born of this research. It approaches the body: there are pendants to 
be hung from our necks and there is skin to be touched. It absorbs the human: 
there are images that are shaped to the palms of our hands and there are traces 
of our fears and hopes in drawn lines and fixed stitches. This research embrac-
es the fragment: there are cut roots and their wounds have been tended to.

But this research kneaded – and needed – the blend of image, body, human 
and fragment on another level too. As a so-called ‘practice-based research’ or 
‘research in the arts,’ there was the need to bring two worlds together, which 
are in fact two sides of the same coin. In merging two worlds, there is always 
a balance to keep or seek for, before one world swallows the other or before one 
is trampled underfoot by the other.8

In my attempt to keep this balance but nevertheless push its limits and 
stretch its boundaries, I have been inspired by Visual Anthropology. This still 



18 relatively young discipline created the possibility to approach my subject mat-
ter via the body, the image, the human and the fragmented. The field of Visual 
Anthropology cherishes a distinct interest in and dedicates special attention 
to the body, death, the senses, loss, suffering and the ‘restitution of honor’ of 
the image.9 What I find stimulating for my research is this awareness of our 
multi-sensory relationship to the world and the “interest in the artifact as part 
of a social network of rituals and bodily interactions… joined with the study of 
the object in the context of its gendered, ethnographic and intercultural arche-
types.”10 This also implies that I will mainly be referencing works in which the 
image/object is approached in accordance with such diversity.

The framework of Visual Anthropology creates the possibility to think the 
artistic body of work – images – differently, in such a way that the sensory 
gains a crucial role and that the relationship between human and image 
comes to life. It creates new opportunities to think about and through images. 
Amongst the most inspiring, I find, are Hans Belting’s research of the link be-
tween death and the image, Barbara Baert’s sensitivity for the immanent role 
of loss and touch in arts, Paul Vandenbroeck’s bold but sensitive and deeply 
human plunge into the formless that overturns boundaries, and last but not 
least, Georges Didi-Huberman’s notion of the image as image ouverte, violently 
pulsating between opening and closure like our own bodies.11

In line with the spirit of Visual Anthropology I would like to introduce this 
thesis – a series of essays – as a series of ‘inflections.’12 The contents of the re-
search are echoed in its visual presence: its outline is bumpy; the reader falls 
from one fold into the next. From Deleuze we learn that we “go from inflection 
to inclusion just as we move… from ‘seeing’ to ‘reading.’ ”13 Therefore it could be 
said that this body of text consists of separate ‘inclusions.’ Certain fragments 
– lines, curves, points – of the movement of endless inflections have been 
emphasized throughout the individual essays. This movement can be seen 
as the ‘fluctuation’ of skin, which is the ‘enfolder’ of a series of infoldings and 
outfoldings.14 It is not clear where these in- and outfoldings begin or end. Nor 
can we be sure that they are able to contain at all.15 But of one aspect we are 
sure: “The body can also write on the skin from the inside – the soul, the mind, 
and the passions rise to the surface.” And experiences leave their marks on the 
skin; “either they are harmless (and even beautiful) ornaments, or else they 
are marks of corruption and death.”16

These inflections open and close to the rhythm of Didi-Huberman’s image ou-
verte; they oscillate between the non-consoling and the consoling, between open-
ing and closure.17 My aim is to let the essays open up towards the reader, but also 
to let them close upon him/her and bring about within the reader an “expérience 
intérieure” as Didi-Huberman – inspired by Georges Bataille – would say.18 I have 
sought to leave space – an in-between19 – for the reader amidst the embracing 
inflections to enable him/her to move from inflection to inclusion, from infold-
ing to outfolding and from opening to closure along the rhythm of his/her own 
heartbeat. In other words, the reader’s personal experiences, insights and desires 
will inflate and deflate the inflections. It has not been my intention to dictate the 
waves of this movement and therefore I must clarify two aspects. 



19Firstly, the openness of this in-between implies that I do not bring to an end 
the oscillation arising from the contents, which are echoed in the wrinkling 
skin and bring about flows through and in the reader. Ouverture and closure, 
consolation and non-consolation, alternate endlessly in this in-between. Sec-
ondly, this thesis must not – and cannot – be seen or read as an explanatory 
body of text written for the artistic body of work. Rather, the images20 enhance 
the text, and vice versa. Both images and text create a suggestive framework 
for each other; the text creates a reflective framework for the artworks. Some 
images found their way into this thesis, amongst the written word. Others did 
not, by choice, by intuition and gut feeling, or by limitation of media.

I invite you to see and digest these essays as a dialogue. 
The dialogue follows a path through the maker’s thoughts, experiences  

and feelings. At times the conversation runs through my reactions and reflec-
tions upon them; and comes to rest or awakens with the image – from pre-
liminary state into a – at times by decision – finished form. But the dialogue 
continues: between the image and the maker, and eventually between the 
image and the viewer/reader, the outside world and also between the viewer/
reader, image and maker.

It has been said that artists are driven to create because of the awareness of a 
certain frustration within oneself.21 However, I believe creating is driven by a 
sense of loss. In his book L’image ouverte, Georges Didi-Huberman delineates 
the Fall of mankind as a metaphor for loss. In doing so, he moreover clarifies 
the importance of creating images for mankind. According to Didi-Huberman, 
the image opens itself to us because we, as humans, have been created in 
God’s image. But humans lost this unity at the Fall: we ‘fell out with’ God’s 
image and lost our innocence. From this downfall came the loss of ressem-
blance; the similarity became a dissemblance.22 From that moment, the history 
of images became a history of eternal longing for identification with the 
original – for the before: the desire to coincide with the invisible.23 In Barbara 
Baert’s words: “Artistry defines itself as a continually repeated striving for this 
reunification, and the work of art is the only hope for that proven restoration. 
In short, every artistic expression renews a pact with what was lost.”24

And what does loss lead to other than souffrance? We suffer for what we have 
lost. And our images will pay for that loss. But they also will have to make up 
for it – compensate for it, counterbalance it and redeem. We will not suffer the 
consequences of all our losses alone.25

A sense of loss urges me to create. Disappointment in human nature holds 
a crucial position in my experience of loss. We are not innocent beings; we 
lost our innocence from the very beginning. Stronger still, we destroyed it. 
Therefore, I am convinced that creating is not a harmless action either. Our 
creations are far from being faultless. Making, ‘putting on the world’ – this 
world, involves responsibility.26 For that reason, my view on making is double, 
and consequently my approach to it also. Making implies dedication.27 I can be 
dedicated to approach my creations with love, but also with malice. However, 
the latter is perhaps ill-defined. Rather, I shall say, I feel that my responsibility 



20 is to ‘strengthen’ the images I make for the moment they are ‘hurled’ into our 
complex world amongst lost souls.

Indeed, making is a way to initiate a dialogue between maker, thoughts, 
materials, creations/images, viewer, feelings and the world. At times writing 
can improve or relieve the dialogue.

And what expresses loss and suffering better than the human body? Our bod-
ies are “the most unavoidable basis, shared by every single human being.”28 If 
“[h]owever we construct it and whatever it stands for to us, body is what we’ve 
got,” then it is rather evident that it is because of – thanks to – that body that 
we can relate to the world.29 The body enables us to respond to images.30 More 
specifically, and of fundamental importance to this research, is the fact that 
through the mediation of the body itself, the unbearable image is made bear-
able.31 But also: the image one has of oneself is interwoven with the way one 
responds to the pictured body. When we think about the body we are influ-
enced by our experience of the body.32 The image plays a mediating role with 
respect to the bodily: there is an interaction with the viewer, the viewer’s body, 
but also with the artifact as a body or body-part.33

Fragments fascinate me: I am attracted to their power to disrupt and put into 
question. But as a maker, creating images, and more specifically jewelry, I am 
particularly intrigued by their ability to soothe and their capacity to heal.34

And thus I hope that the following ‘infoldings’ – or disiecta membra, if you 
like – will give more insight into various fragments of the body of work.

[L’image] est bien trop vivante pour se soumettre 
à toute euthanasie théorique ! (…) Saurons-nous 
preserver l’amour que seule mérite cette vivante 
fugitive ?

– Marie-José Mondzain35
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Baert, Barbara. (2009c). Folds of thought, or 
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Barbara Baert & Trees De Mits, eds., Folded 
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23The Loss of Human Innocence

Loss undoubtedly forms an important part of the human condition. Man-
kind is marked by its regular encounters with loss. However, what can be 
understood as ‘loss’ differs. Perhaps loss, rather than death, outlines the 
main inevitability of human life. As death, loss is an aspect of life we are all 
confronted with, albeit at times a slower and somewhat softer confrontation. 
Loss is known to us through its regular (but nevertheless often unexpected) 
occurrence and exists in many different forms and intensities. Loss is not 
necessarily immediate or solely negative. Loss can be the change of a former 
state of being: a diminution or an extension of it. In this sense loss might just 
as well signify a certain gain. One at the cost of the other. Loss may be tangible 
or visible, and at times even repairable. But at times loss is an impalpable – 
discarnate – violent blow, its shock waves mesmerizing beyond description.2 
Or, as is often the case, it is ‘merely’ a slight sensation; an unease for which 
there are no words and few cures – and, if any exist at all, they will not last. 
Wounds – vulnera – can burst; cures will have to be modified. Loss can be under-
stood and even shared amongst different people. The source of loss, however, 
need not be natural and unavoidable; it can be ‘wholly’ human and unneces-
sary.3 Sensitive beings as we are, we can be surprisingly uncompassionate and 
soulless creatures. This discrepancy brings about a very alive notion of loss 
within the vulnerable human being. 

We make each other suffer.

I will continue this text fragment with a deeper investigation into human loss. 
In particular the notion of loss as the dissolution of human innocence will 
be at stake here. At first sight, the loss of innocence leads us to that unstable 
moment in each human life, entailing the transition from childhood to adult-
hood.4 But the loss of innocence cannot be reduced to one single event per hu-
man lifetime. Time after time, each individual is confronted with the loss of 
innocence; one never knows when the last confrontation takes place, but (for) 
always remembers the first encounter. 

Despite the painful abundance of personal experiences with the loss of 
innocence, we must not overlook a more general form of it. The loss of human 
innocence is a kind of loss we human beings construct together – each and 
every one of us. In fact, the loss of innocence typifying our species encom-
passes a loss of unity that we have been carrying along with us since our very 
beginnings, as part of our roots.





25Holy
Old English hālig ‘holy, consecrated, sacred, godly,’ of Germanic origin; related 
to Dutch and German heilig, also to whole.

Whole
Old English hāl ‘entire, unhurt, healthy,’ of Germanic origin; related to Dutch 
heel and German heil ‘salvation, welfare,’ also to hail. The spelling with wh- (re-
flecting a dialect pronunciation with w-) first appeared in the 15th century.

Heal
Old English hāēlan ‘cure; save; make whole, sound and well; restore to sound 
health,’ of Germanic origin, literally ‘to make whole,’ related to Dutch heelen 
and German heilen, also to whole.

Vulnerable
Early 17th century: from late Latin vulnerabilis ‘wounding,’ from Latin vulnerare 
‘to wound,’ from vulnus ‘wound,’ perhaps related to vellere ‘pluck, to tear.’

Vulva
1540s, from Latin vulva, earlier volva ‘womb, female sexual organ,’ literally 
‘wrapper,’ from volvere ‘to turn, twist, roll, revolve,’ also ‘turn over in the mind,’ 
from Proto-Indo-European root *wel- ‘to turn, revolve,’ with derivatives refer-
ring to curved, enclosing objects.5





27The Fall – Loss of Unity – Torn

Eternally chained to a single little fragment of the 
whole, man himself develops into nothing but  
a fragment (…) he never develops the harmony 
of his being, and instead of putting his stamp on 
humanity upon his own nature, he becomes  
merely the stamp of his occupation, of his 
specialized knowledge.

– Friedrich Schiller6

The rude society resembles the creatures that though 
cut into pieces will live; the highly civilized society is 
like a highly organized animal: a stab in a vital part, 
the suppression of a single function, is death.

– Henry George7

The Fall of Man immortalizes the very first loss of human innocence – those 
first scars that slivered our enveloping skin and affected our souls. The biblical 
myth of the Fall tells us that doubt, uncertainty and vulnerability were cast 
upon us at that very instance.8 Guilt and shame were to follow. The expulsion 
from Paradise is the point at which our worrying once began; we, humans – 
“the transcending animal” – are torn between being a god who is able to see 
the whole and an animal that simultaneously belongs to the whole.9 The fact 
that we can conceive the whole does not imply that we can handle it.10 We are 
never prepared. As the child – and especially the young adult – stumbles upon 
a myriad of disappointments and disillusionments, both the awareness of our 
human brokenness in life and the accumulation of scars cannot cease to grow. 
The divide deepens; the wound stings as if it were fresh. Tears drop incessantly; 
everywhere, at all times. And the wound is continuously torn again. Every day, 
humanity loses a bit more innocence. 

The losses we are confronted with are not only of natural origin; we create 
loss both emotionally and physically, to one another and through our cre-
ations. An element of violence and destruction is present in all construction, 
because we need to destroy nature in order to have materials. But the alliance 
between destruction and construction is more complex than this; they are 
counterparts in all realms.11 Since we destruct and destroy through construct-
ing, the question can be asked what role our ‘second nature’12 – culture – then 
plays within the loss of innocence today? Perhaps our ‘second nature,’ or all 
that results from our consciousness, our knowledge, setting us apart from 
our ‘first nature,’ which is driven by fear13 – can overtake our first nature and 
become self-destructive?14 

The ancient Greek myth of Pandora confronts us with the harm we cause 
ourselves through our thirst for knowledge.15 In opening her casket of new 
wonders, the goddess of invention “scattered pains and evils among men.”16 
Driven by curiosity, we push the boundaries of our knowledge and find our-
selves in awe of the wonders we come across through the very potentials of 



28 our knowledge. However, it seems that we are more capable of producing than 
imagining,17 which nowadays results in many things appearing familiar with-
out really being known to us.18 The incalculability of the developments of con-
temporary knowledge and the consequences of this uncertainty for mankind 
are rather unsettling – “more knowledge can lead to less happiness.”19 In other 
words, we find ourselves once again torn – lost – between two extremes – be-
tween “despair and triumph.”20 As Safranski argues, about the moon landing 
in 1969, it “was probably the moment at which modern global consciousness 
was born, the beginning of the fall from euphoria into panic.”21

With regard to incalculability and uncertainty, we cannot, however, isolate 
our relation to material developments from our relations to life and to fellow 
human beings. All these relations are closely intertwined and are evidently 
shaped by religious, political, economical, scientific and philosophical influ-
ence. My aim here is neither to trace which aspects influenced each other nor 
to pursue the ambitious and overwhelming task of giving a broad overview of 
these particular issues.22 Rather, I would like to investigate a particular form 
of loss that is connected to the relation between humans on the one hand, and 
between humans and the world on the other hand. This loss sets humans – 
l’Homme – apart from one another and therefore separates them from their 
very ‘home,’ which is the world. Needless to say, this form of loss is responsible 
for a great deal of human uncertainty. Let us look into this notion of ‘loss of 
world,’ alongside the ‘loss of innocence.’



29The Human Condition – Loss of World – Loneliness

There is something originally, inaugurally, 
profoundly wounded in the human relationship to 
the world.

– Jacques Lacan23

In her work The Human Condition (1958), Hannah Arendt sheds light on the 
different ways in which humans relate to the world and how modern develop-
ments in society have disturbed our relationship to the world. Arendt sees a 
growing emphasis on life itself at the expense of worldly life. In other words, 
the ultimate goal in life has increasingly become “bare life” itself as a “biologi-
cal necessity” rather than social, politically engaged “qualified life.” Hence, pure 
survival, ever-increasing life expectancy and the healthy, enjoyable, consum-
ing life have gained considerable importance in the course of the 20th century.24 

It is this shift towards “life as the highest good”25 that can be considered 
as the source of the troubled human relationship with the world – our loss 
of world, our loss of the love of the world.26 On the one hand we find ourselves 
– both as consumers and producers – alienated from the world through a 
broken relationship with the material world. We produce in order to consume 
our products in the life process rather than to use them to build – reify – a 
world.27 Whereas destruction is inherent to the former, it is only incidental to 
the latter.28 It is in the usage of things that we develop respect for the maker 
and his/her creations.29 But what must become of man as the maker of things, 
if everything he/she makes will be consumed – devoured? Conquered by an 
infinite process, durability and permanence fade away and make room for the 
object as “a mere by-product, a side-effect.”30 The human capacity that suffers 
most from world alienation is the ability of making useful things that stabi-
lize the qualified human life.31 On the other hand, we experience alienation 
from the world itself, from which we have taken distance by knowing more 
and consequently doubting even more, to eventually fall back upon ourselves.32 
The modern loss of faith did not help us forward in this respect: “(…) modern 
man at any rate did not gain this world when he lost the other world, and he 
did not gain life, strictly speaking, either; he was thrust back upon it, thrown 
into the closed inwardness of introspection (…).”33 But there is more to world 
alienation than the distance between humans and their world. 

Humans relate to one another through speech and action, through a shared 
concern for worldly interests. Literally then, we are speaking of “something 
which inter-est, which lies between people and therefore can relate and bind 
them together.” A great deal of speech and action humans engage in, is con-
cerned with this “objective in-between.”34 Besides this “worldly in-between,” 
there is a second in-between, which is not tangible. It “consists of deeds and 
words and owes its origin exclusively to men’s acting and speaking directly 
to one another. (…) But for all its intangibility, this in-between is no less real 
than the world of things we visibly have in common.”35 Arendt argues that 
one must be willing to risk the disclosure inherent to speech and action.36 For 



30 any human being refraining from these capacities, is no longer human: “A life 
without speech and action (…) is literally dead to the world; it has ceased to 
be a human life because it is no longer lived among men.”37 Moreover, Arendt 
argues that “social ties” have an essential role in the establishing of our moral 
standards.38 World-alienation is twofold; it concerns “the loss of nature and 
the loss of the human artifice in the widest sense [leaving] behind a society of 
men, who, without a common world which would at once relate and separate 
them, either live in desperate lonely separation or are pressed together in a 
mass.”39 Mass society seems unable to bring people together, to relate and to 
separate them.40 Most alarmingly then, it seems the world of human relations 
has fallen victim to the dominating focus on life as the highest good and the 
introspection into the self.41 Loss of us. 
Loneliness.42







33Loss – Loneliness – Longing

Today, in our globalizing society characterized by the loss of boundaries, guilt 
and uncertainty continue to multiply and strike more and more forcefully.43 
We are both covered (suffocated) and uncovered (bared) by the (wrong-) doings 
of our second nature…

Where are our roots, where is our Heimat and where lies our responsibility 
when temporal and spatial dimensions continue to expand, but many im-
pressions and stimuli nevertheless remain distant to us?44 Who are we now, 
when the relationship between the individual and society is in crisis?45 What 
is the purpose of ‘us’ in this life, where do we go in this life, if we are lost in 
an abundance of (lost) things?46 Whose fault is it, other than our own, that 
we find ourselves disconnected from our creations, our world and our-selves, 
each other?47 How do we proceed, if in all this uncertainty we are still driven 
by fear and covered by shame?48 Have we all become refugees?49

Uncertainty has always been a key actor in the human condition and always 
will be.50 Our kind will forever oscillate between ‘beginnings’ and ‘endings,’ or 
as writer Anne Philippe has so aptly put it: “Pas une seconde, depuis que la vie ex-
iste, le jeu de la joie et de la souffrance, de la naissance et de la mort ne s’était arrê-
té et il durerait aussi longtemps que le monde.”51 What interests me here though, 
is the particular constructive power that creation – material invention, things, 
objects, artworks – can have in this story of uncertainty. Since the loss of unity 
is echoed in the loss of world, and vice versa, we could consider the healing of 
this uncertainty as a quest for unity.52 Although it is clear that matter is not 
solely responsible for the uncertainty and consequential destruction brought 
about, the power between matter, images, and humans/human relationships 
proves to be a powerful triangle to this day. If we are able to bring about great 
losses, how is it then possible that we do not possess the necessary language or 
methods to deal with such losses?53 We need ways to deal with our losses. 

More specifically, I wonder what role objects play, or can play, in this 
‘dance’ – danse macabre – of life. 

For, as Hannah Arendt reminds us, though we must die, we are not born onto 
this world and into this life in order to die, but in order to begin. “The miracle 
that saves the world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal, ‘natural’ 
ruin is ultimately the fact of natality, in which the faculty of action is ontolog-
ically rooted. It is (…) the birth of new men and the new beginning, the action 
they are capable of by virtue of being born. Only the full experience of this ca-
pacity can bestow upon human affairs faith and hope (…).”54 Moreover, Arendt 
sees the artist as the only remaining maker of things that are not intended 
for “making a living.”55 The durable things we make, can stabilize human life and 
help us restore our sameness.56 

And is this power of the new beginning not what continues to feed our 
dream of the whole – keeping both the dream and ‘us’ alive?
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The game of man and of his own rotting is 
perpetuated in the most dismal of conditions 
without the one having the courage to confront 
the other. It seems that we will never find ourselves 
faced with the grandiose image of decomposition 
whose risk, which intervenes at every breath, is 
nonetheless the very meaning of a life that we 
prefer, we know not why, to the life of another 
whose breath may survive us. We know only the 
negative form of this image – soaps, toothbrushes 
and all the pharmaceutical products we accumulate 
in order to escape daily, with difficulty, from filth 
and death. Each day we make ourselves into the 
docile servants of these petty fabrications, the sole 
gods of modern man. This servitude continues in all 
places where a normal being might still go. We go to 
an art dealer like we’d go to a pharmacist, seeking 
well-displayed remedies for respectable illnesses.

– Georges Bataille57

Le respect de la puissance imaginable est 
incompatible avec la violation de la vie et  
de la liberté.

– Marie-José Mondzain58



35Longing for Unity, The Dream of the Whole59

The Fall – Dissemblance – Torn

So, we are torn.
Torn between Self and us.
Torn between Self and world.
Torn between head, hand and heart.
Torn between desperation and celebration.

Where must we seek help and healing? I would suggest taking a step away 
from “life as the highest good” and moving towards life as a vibrant, ‘full-bod-
ied’ human life; what is it that differentiates our human “qualified life” from 
being merely “life as a biological necessity?”60 I would here like to build upon 
Hans Belting’s opinion that “[i]t is through the vast array of images to which 
humanity accords meaning, that the human being proves himself a cultural 
being, a being that cannot be described solely in biological terms.”61 Art can be 
considered “a personal, even private, attempt to come to terms with the hu-
man condition via an ever desperate attempt to produce form and meaning.”62

So, we have fallen.
Fallen from us to Self.
Fallen from world to Self.
Fallen from heart, hand to head.
Fallen from celebration to desperation.

The Fall has guided us to the image – our images. Once created in God’s image, 
we humans lost this unity – our “ressemblance à Dieu” – the moment we lost 
our innocence. The euphonic cadence broke apart into a dissonance. The res-
semblance transformed into a dissemblance, leaving us no other option – no 
other path to follow – than to create images in the hope to retrieve the similar-
ity – the reunification with God’s image.63

So, we remain torn. 
We, “a fallen image.”64

The moment we touch matter, we are doomed to dissimulation; but simul-
taneously we can only seek refuge in our very making of images – “images 
dissemblables.” We can do nothing but (struggle to) make alienating, estranging 
images in the hope – desire – to touch upon the invisible and unite with what 
we have lost.65 To quote Barbara Baert on Didi-Huberman: “From that point [the 
Fall] onwards, the history of images became a history of the longing for iden-
tity with the original. Artistry defines itself as a continually repeated striving 
for this reunification, and the work of art is the only hope for that proven 
restoration. In short, every artistic expression renews a pact with what was 
lost.” It is “the shame of being human”66 along with this interspace of loss that 
provides the energy to create and that drives us forwards.67 And so the image 
opens up to us…68



36 The Human Condition – Death – Loneliness

So, perhaps we are torn, but at least, covering our wound, there’s a protecting scab…

Let us here carry on with this ouverture of the image.69 In our hope to reunify 
with God’s image, in our desire to see the invisible, the ungraspable; that is  
to say, in our yearning to counter our losses and in our craving to unify 
through the image and towards the image, we are also driven by the worldly 
loss that is death. 

In his book Bild-Anthropologie -Entwürfe für eine Bildwissenschaft (2001), Hans 
Belting lays out the dense and tight webbing – gauze70 – in which death and 
the image are interwoven. Finding themselves powerless against the uncer-
tainty surrounding death, humans have sought modes of defense against their 
loss – “the great absence that is death.” The “unbearable absence” arising from 
the death of a fellow human “was made good by the presence of images.”71 For 
the moment a person dies, their body becomes an image, but one that doesn’t 
last; the corpse is but a mute, fleeting image.72 Through images we have been 
able to counter the passivity that death forces upon us; we can give the dead 
person an “immortal body” in the image – lending the dead presence. In other 
words, the image, as a durable “symbolic body,” complements the dissolving 
“mortal body.” The image draws its vitality from an absence and replaces it 
with “a substitute presence.”73 Paradoxically then, the image makes present – 
visible – that which is absent;74 it counteracts an absence by creating a pres-
ence: “The enigma that already surrounded the corpse would be shared now by 
the image: the paradoxical absence that speaks so loudly in the presence of the 
corpse would be heard now also in the presence of the image.”75 

Death implies the loss of a fellow human being. World alienation, as we have 
seen, implies the loss of world, the loss of each other, the loss of inter-action 
and inter-est. A life without speech and action also implies death. Perhaps, 
seen the fact that we are in need of durable things through which we can con-
nect, the bringing about of such a common ground encouraging (inter-) action 
indeed lies within the capacities of the image/object/artwork. For are all the 
losses mentioned above not be considered as ‘absences of life’ also, ‘deaths’ 
that might be somehow compensated for through images?76 The “passive suf-
fering of death”77 is not our calling in this worldly life. Beginning, however is: 
promising, forgiving and the act of beginning again.78 Imagery can prove to be 
one way – but not the only way79 – to begin again, as a counteraction against 
this passive suffering and against the flight of time and the loss of space that 
we suffer in our bodies today.80



37Loss – Loneliness – Longing 
Absence – Presence – Guilt

A scab is a “protective crust that forms over a cut or wound during healing.”81 

During healing; in other words, the healing that images offer us entails a pro-
cess.82 Their comfort is not of definitive nor unconditional nature; it does not 
serve as medication. One does not simply take in the image when necessary, 
at prescribed intervals. We cannot charge the image with our losses, but then 
neglect its deep presence, and still expect it to cure our loneliness. It does not 
suffice to disclose our losses – absences – to matter and maker, and to produce 
and consume images. If we expect more from the image than its ‘mere’ pres-
ence – which we do, albeit it secretly83 – then we are responsible for making 
its life a life lived, or rather a living life. Matter is not dead,84 but as the human 
being, also the image – and therefore every object also – does not come to life 
until it is engaged in speech and action, in dialogue.85 The more distance we 
allow – or rather, create – between our images and the real, the less they will 
be able to help us deal with reality. It is man who is the culprit; we are to be 
blamed for this failure, not the image.86

The moment we are not willing to invest ourselves into images, we can no 
longer expect them to comfort us – to know, to remember how to console us. 
The question then is rather whether we still know how to access – get in touch 
with – our images?87 

It is perhaps but a matter of patience and will: the desire to dialogue, 
the determination to understand, the longing to see and the patience to go 
through a demanding process.88 As for the powerful ability to begin again, the 
dialogue between human and image can draw energy from “those general 
human capacities which grow out of the human condition and are permanent, 
that is, which cannot be irretrievably lost so long as the human condition 
itself is not changed.”89 All humans share certain abilities to interact with the 
image; but we need to make constructive use of these skills.90

Amongst the most powerful, are those skills over which we seem to have so 
little control: the senses.91 And it is within the tension between our senses and 
the image that much knowledge is gained.92 Perhaps we cannot reasonably 
grasp the many aspects of which the loss of world we suffer consists. But im-
ages – art, and the humanities in general – do have the power to help us learn 
the importance of limits and boundaries through the education of the senses. 
Thought and feeling are related, and we could in fact consider artworks as 
“thought things.”93 Images – artworks – provide a demarcated space ‘in’ which 
we are able to learn and experience aspects of life both within and beyond 
our scope of understanding. In other words, by stimulating or educating the 
senses through images/artworks, one can get a better feeling upon values and 
facts: “In the enjoyment or production of art (…) man experiences a self-con-
tained context that both demands and cultivates the human powers – senses, 



38 understanding and feeling.”94 Or as sociologist Georg Simmel has suggested: 
“The essential meaning of art lies in its being able to form an autonomous to-
tality, a self-sufficient microcosm out of a fortuitous fragment of reality that is 
tied with a thousand threads to this reality.”95 In making and encountering im-
ages/artworks we do not merely experience a transformation of the world, but 
a true transfiguration.96 As Peter Venmans writes, inspired by Hannah Arendt: 
“Telling stories does not remove ‘world alienation,’ or undo the experience of 
brokenness, but it can give meaning to what would otherwise be unbearable.”97

The covering scab can become the scar of a healed wound… (An embedded 
mark.)

But the scab can also be peeled away. 
Or, worse still, the ongoing festering of a sore might prevent any scab from 

forming at all.
(By scratching our scars, we scar our scratches.)

But what if our images are guilty?98

Guilty for their paradoxical emptiness, for being the presence of an ab-
sence. For making us take for granted a presence of something, which is not 
there at all. For pretending to be that which it is not.

Guilty also for making visible, being visible in the second and third di-
mension. For being there: graspable, tactile and sensory – sensuous even. For 
seducing us.

Guilty towards us, for the act they make us ‘indulge in.’ For tempting us to 
‘get our hands dirty’ by imitating the act of creation, the act reserved for God.

“Guilt on our behalf too, for it is our child.”99

But then, how can images be guilty for an absence? For their ‘nowhere’?100

Do images not already confess their guilt of ‘merely’ being an image?101 Or is it 
their confession that confuses and even angers us? Have they not already suffered 
enough? Have we not caused them harm abundantly, needlessly?102

How can they be responsible for our desire to see, our desire to touch? Or our 
desire to “cut out their eyes” and “dismember” them?103

We are responsible for our children.
If our images are misused, if we find ourselves betrayed by them, “whose fault 

is that but our own?”104

We shall guide them – and thus ourselves – not to fall into guilt, but to take 
responsibility. To take responsibility for them, protect them. Acknowledge the 
real. Protect ourselves against ourselves.105



39The Relief of the (Body) Fragment?

So we are torn.
So we have fallen.
So we remain torn.
We are the fallen image.
We are one great wound,106 longing for a covering scab.

How must we console ourselves?
Who could possibly understand our loss?

Our loss of world.
Our loss of innocence.
Our loss of us.
Our loneliness.

Who could possibly engender the return of our love for the world?
Which scab,
Which cure,
Who could we trust to restore our sameness?
Who is able to reveal to the wound a new beginning?

In our suffering, in our need for the real,107 in our longing for unification and in 
the image’s power to make visible, to touch and merge, I believe the fragment 
holds – covers – a humble, but powerful position.108 I here understand the frag-
ment as anything of which a part has gone lost or anything that is the lefto-
ver part of something gone lost and thus bears traces of this loss or rupture. 
Moreover, I here do not make a distinction between fragments that were born 
fragmented and those that experienced the act of fragmentation after their 
birth. In other words, relevant for me here is a notion of fragmentation through 
which we perceive the fragment as incomplete and having suffered a loss.109

‘In sooth, the fragment soothes.’
The obsolete noun ‘sooth’ – truth – and the verb ‘to soothe’ are etymologi-

cally linked to the Old English ‘sōth,’ meaning ‘genuine, true,’ which in turn is 
cognate with the Old English ‘synn’ – ‘sin’ – and Latin ‘sontis’ – guilty. Truth is 
related to guilt via the notion of ‘to be truly the one (who is guilty).’110 In what 
follows, we will look into the soothing role of the fragment in relation to our 
guilt and the truths of life we are confronted with – amongst which the losses 
we spoke of earlier.

For is the fragment not confessing its ‘dissemblance’?

In its incompleteness, the fragment reveals an absence. Even though it is the 
presence – the embodiment – of an absence, the fragment is not a substitute 
– replacement – for an absence. In this regard, I am tempted to insist it is pres-
ence and absence. As we ‘behold’ the fragment we see the absent and therefore 
we also see the whole and know the whole. The fragment becomes the whole 
– presence; it presents – and not represents – the whole.111 We know the whole 



40 – our world, our universe, our being – through fragments.112 But in its precari-
ous presence, the fragment is tied up with a palpable sense of absence in its 
tears: cuts, scars, piercings and stitches. It carries the visible traces113 of (a) loss 
and has no choice, but to persist with its bare wounds, since it has no immune 
system of its own. Wounds cannot be hidden. To us, however, the fragment is 
both wound and bandage.

And is the fragment not strong for revealing this confession? 

Because, as we all know, the fragment does persist. It struggles through time 
and space, through generations of loving, careless, destructive hands. The frag-
ment persists and resists; it withstands – fights even – many human atroci-
ties. In all its endurance, the fragment can be considered ‘a tough survivor.’114

For is the fragment not honest?

The fragment is tough also, for enduring its task of showing us bitter truths, 
for confronting us. It has nothing to hide – it simply cannot. It hushes – if 
we let it do so, but does not hush up. If any aspect of the fragment remains 
hidden, we are to be blamed for the lack of a willingness to see and feel. It 
is precisely in its clouded bruises and glaring wounds – unfolding, revealing, 
disclosing, that the fragment opens up to us and uncovers the truth – laying it 
bare for us to see and gaze at.115 

In a world of “damaged life,”116 “the whole is the untrue,”117 giving way to the 
fragment the position of truth. And the fragment takes this position, opposing 
totality as if it were a reflection of the unstable totality of society.118 How could 
the whole be the true in a world that is itself fragmented? And how then, could 
the work of art presenting totalities “in a world that is not itself totalized or 
able to be totalized” be truthful?119 In our broken world – and I would say also, 
in our (increasing) breaking of the world120 – the fragment is the true. In other 
words, one could go so far as to argue that “in the ‘damaged world’ the frag-
ment is the more truthful form of the work of art.”121

And is the fragment not trustworthy for conveying its honesty?

How then, could we not trust the fragment? How then, could we – even if only 
for an instant – consider it guilty? The fragment denies being ‘perfect’ through 
its fragmented state and therefore acknowledges its own – but also our – 
shortcomings and suffering.122 I would like to believe that the fragment – no 
matter whether having become a fragment, or having been constructed as one 
– escapes from the guilt that images usually bear in the eyes of iconoclasts. 
For we are the ones who bruised it, are we not? The fragment is amongst us 
not in order to replace what is absent; it is absence, it is presence, and it does 
not aspire to be anything it is not. Because of its honesty, the fragment – or 
fragmented object – can be considered as a more truthful companion, with 
which we can identify ourselves more easily and honestly. For if we don’t trust 
the fragment, how could we then trust anything – with everything being 
caught in the cycle of constant decay and beginning?123



41For is the fragment not crying out for care?  
For being taken care of by a caretaker?

Perhaps things closed and finished intimidate us. What is there for us to add 
to a perfect object “besides our own misunderstandings?”124 Fragments are 
open – opened, openings, or ouverts, ouvertures as Didi-Huberman would say.125 
In their openness, they invite us to act and engage: to feel, think, fantasize and 
hope with them. But most importantly, I feel, is that the fragment – the frag-
mented object, text, image, artwork – presents itself as wounded, incomplete 
and “crying out for our help.”126 Fragments activate us to bear with them and 
create with them our sameness, in and through our very sameness. The frag-
ment somewhat resembles Georg Simmel’s view of the stranger: both known 
and unknown to us, both far and near to us. Because of this air of detachment, 
the stranger approaches his surroundings with a sense of objectivity and 
therefore “often receives the most surprising revelations and confidences, at 
times reminiscent of a confessional, about matters which are kept carefully 
hidden from everybody with whom one is close.”127 The fragment gains our 
trust. It awakens more than a productive sense of curiosity: it arouses a bind-
ing “kind of piety” within us.128 We ‘bend over backward,’ crawl, run, hold our 
breath, squeeze into time and space, and into our memory to (re) collect these 
fragments of ours – our relics. The mutual understanding of the “damaged life” 
that we experience in the dialogue with the fragment, brings about “a deeper, 
more mysterious urge, one that makes us want tot render less incomplete the 
many imperfections of our own experience and to redeem to some degree the 
dominion that chance and disappointment have over our own lives.”129 

And is the fragment not comforting in confronting? 
In opening a new beginning to us?

Because of their broken state, fragments reveal new possibilities to us. As 
the art critic Lucy Lippard has suggested: “Fragmentation need not connote 
explosion, disintegration. It is also a component of networks, stratification, 
the interweaving of many dissimilar threads, and de-emphasis on imposed 
meaning in favor of multiple interpretations.”130 In their ‘opening,’ their bro-
kenness that offers us the possibility to restore the disappointments we all 
experience in our lives, fragments perhaps can be considered as sacrifices.131 
Their incompleteness expresses “a vitality that can make us feel we must 
change our lives.”132 It is the incompleteness of the fragment that “stimulates 
our imagination to try to complete it” and through which we engage in a 
creativity we otherwise would have neglected.133 The fragment offers us the op-
portunity to learn about personal values through its vulnerable presence and 
its yearning absence. In our being touched by its lacking state, we come to the 
fragment’s rescue. Confronting it, we can come to realize that “our aspirations 
reach far beyond the limits that mortality and contingency assign us, and so 
in a deep sense our lives are ineluctably all fragments, disiecta membra of the 
lives we would wish for ourselves and those we love.” I believe we might then 
find relief and consolation “by the love that we can lavish upon other frag-
ments.”134 And this healing does not merely consist of being an engaged care-
taker of wounded things – but an opening towards the wounded. The fragment 
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is on this world to suggest “the sense that there was or is something more, 
just beyond it” while it simultaneously leads us a hand to seek closure – in the 
broadest sense of the term.135 And the healing – closure – it offers us is begin-
ning, the beginning again together we yearn for. 

The fragment does not immediately show us “la ‘belle face’ des choses;” it 
is here to criticize. The fragment opens in order to make visible its “dou-
ble face,” “double fond” – its ambiguity.136 Ambiguous, since the disquieting 
peeks through the familiar, while we are led to healing by our inborn urge to 
console. Didi-Huberman states that in order to see, to look inside, one must 
open and destroy: “pour ouvrir, il faut détruire.”137 So then: to see (voir) and to 
know (savoir) one must destroy. Not only must one destroy to be able to see, 
one must also suffer because opening supposes injury and cruelty – opening 
is never without difficulties, because opening transgresses.138 And fragment-
ing is a form of destroying and (inflicting) suffering, it is opening. Opening 
towards us the formlessness of our beginnings – that unstable and uncertain 
unknown – the fragment at first seems to be a source of “non-consolation,” but 
in its disruption it can awaken desire – a desire to heal, to patch, to mend, to 
strengthen, to care, to unify.139

And does the body fragment not enhance/intensify the qualities of  
the fragment? 

(I here understand the body fragment in a general sense: the actual body  
fragment or fragmented body – as, for example, the use of hair, human  
bones and other human bodily remains in anatomical relics, mourning jew-
elry and the adornment of various Papua New Guinean cultures140 – or an ob-
ject/image resembling a body fragment or fragmented body – as is the case for 
many ex-voto’s141 – but also forms which through their shape or matter remind 
of body fragments.142)

“We are body. And as body, we die.”143
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The relationship between loss and the body is a close one – a blood tie –  
in which the loss of innocence, material loss, world loss, the loss of a loved 
one, the loss of identity and body fragmentation blend into an intense and 
complex amalgamation.
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44 They have taken away our clothes, our shoes, even 
our hair (…) they will even take away our name (…) 
Consider what value, what meaning is enclosed even 
in the smallest of our daily habits, in the hundred 
possessions which even the poorest beggar owns: a 
handkerchief, an old letter, the photo of a cherished 
person. These things are part of us, almost like limbs 
of our body (…) Imagine now a man who is deprived 
of everyone he loves, and at the same time of his 
house, his habits, his clothes (…) he will be a hollow 
man, reduced to suffering and needs, forgetful 
of dignity and restraint, for he who loses all often 
easily loses himself.
I felt an imperious need to take possession of 
my body again, to re-establish a contact, by now 
broken for almost two years (…)

– Primo Levi144

Tu as déserté, tu m’as laissée. (…) Ma raison refusait 
ces mirages, mais mon cœur les cherchait. Tu étais 
absence et présence. (…) Je t’ai trop aimé pour 
accepter que ton corps disparaisse et proclamer 
que ton âme suffit et qu’elle vit. Et puis, comment 
faire pour les séparer, pour dire : ceci est son âme 
et ceci est son corps ? Ton sourire et ton regard, ta 
démarche et ta voix étaient-ils matière ou esprit ? 
L’un et l’autre, mais inséparables. Je joue parfois à 
un jeu horrible : quelle partie de toi aurait pu être 
arrachée ou mutilée sans que tu cesses d’être cet 
homme particulier que j’aimais ? Quel était le signe, 
ou était la limite ? Quand aurais-je dit : je ne te 
reconnais plus.

– Anne Philipe145

I began to speak to my hip, to thank it for the years 
of faithful service and to tell it that I would miss our 
animate association. (…) I began to weep over the 
loss of the hip, this part of me that had suffered the 
arthritis in so much silence, but which now wanted 
to speak. (…) And to pray over bones (…) brings 
the body into a living, emotional presence. Perhaps 
something of our own souls is permanently in our 
body, in each of its parts. To lose something of 
ourselves is to lose something of psyche, even  
of a memory that is embedded deep in every  
organ. I felt that the body had taken on a poetic 
and sacred sense that is usually hidden from us in 
our everyday lives. That was the body that I felt 
deeply was my identity.146



45In seeing images of the body – body fragments – we are able to directly relate 
what we see to our own body, via the body. We have the capacity to feel what 
the pictured body feels: its movements, actions, sensations and even its feel-
ings – its pleasure, fear, pain, calm and fragility.147 From our own experience 
we know “the human body is not just the object of desire, but the site of suf-
fering, pain and death.”148 We know the feeling of a cut, a wound, a splinter, a 
bruise, as we also know the feeling of abuse and insult, violence and intimida-
tion, relief and healing. And the fear for these losses is a constant underlying 
current of our being: “phantasies of dismemberment are a burden that all 
self-aware membered creatures bear and … ‘lines of fragilization’ are drawn 
within the human body by all those who inhabit one.”149 We recognize the 
many aspects of being in the way the body reveals itself; the body is expressive 
in the positions it takes.150 This ability creates – and perhaps even stimulates 
– our sameness,151 in the sense that “our natural body represents a collective 
body.”152 Moreover, the image we have of ourselves is interwoven with the ways 
in which we perceive the pictured body.153

Thus, our capacity to identify with other human bodies enables us not only 
to identify with the pictured body, the pains it has undergone, and the plea-
sures it has indulged in, but also to see the absent person ‘behind,’ ‘around’ 
– ‘surrounding’ – the body fragment. We need but a piece, in order to see 
another individual, to know we are dealing with another human being.154 We 
see what is absent. It is as Barbara Baert describes the relic bust: “The form 
and the impact of the bust seems to be ‘death-surpassing.’ The bust reveals a 
fascinating tension between individual and non-individual, between [en-
souled] and soulless… The bust is a body, but is, at the same time, a limited, 
cut off part of the body. The bust appears to be able to move but is, at the same 
time, fixed and silent.”155 
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46 She continues by quoting Ernst Gombrich: “The bust invokes a person’s 
vital powers, which it simultaneously kills with its materiality and fragmen-
tariness.”156 It is this duality, this ambiguity, this tension between absence 
and presence, the familiar and unfamiliar, inherent to the fragment and 
multiplied in the body fragment because of its direct body-relatedness, that, I 
believe, can prove productive and beneficial – more than we are aware of.

We cannot know his legendary head
with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso
is still suffused with brilliance from inside,
like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low,

gleams in all its power. Otherwise
the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could
a smile run through the placid hips and thighs
to that dark center where procreation flared.

Otherwise this stone would seem defaced
beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders
and would not glisten like a wild beast’s fur:

would not, from all the borders of itself,
burst like a star: for here there is no place
that does not see you. You must change your life. 

– Rainer Maria Rilke157

The body fragment is enfleshed loss – it confronts us with our losses. On the one 
hand it reminds us of our own bodily pains. On the other hand it confronts us 
with losses beyond the borders of the body. Not only does it show an increas-
ing brokenness with the world and with our bodies,158 even more striking 
is that the body fragment offers a direct encounter to recognize the ways in 
which we hurt each other. It makes us ponder upon the destructive actions 
we inflict upon one another, our bodies, our souls and our objects.159 Therefore 
I would say the body fragment in fact does not (only) reveal its own wounds; 
it reveals our wounds – losses, of which many caused by our own wrongdoings. 
Our wounds “identify and mark us.” And perhaps it is exactly in the wound 
that we are “most identifiable.” The body fragment then could be seen as the 
carrier of our wounds, which mark “where the soft spot of our being is, where 
we are most finite; but … also where the hinge is located that marks the pivot 
of our history and our destiny.”160

Besides bearing wounds – traces of (a) loss, pain and suffering- body 
fragments can also strengthen and heighten our awareness towards differ-
ent aspects of life.161 The body fragment keeps the whole alive. It enables us to 
perceive the whole, to sense the absent. What is lost can be felt again in the 
encounter with the body fragment, and I would say in a more intimate way 
than is the case with other images/objects. Also – or therefore – the wounds 
of the body fragment initiate – mark – a sense of new beginning, just as an 



47experience of loss does. They can “bring us down to earth… or drop us deeper 
into depths of ourselves to ponder the strange relationship of strength and 
weakness, success and failure, good and evil.”162

Est-ce qu’elle ne gagne pas en force et en intensité ? 
Est-ce que le torse, les bras, les jambes n’en disent 
pas mieux ce qu’ils ont à dire, à savoir l’incurable 
tristesse qui a jeté ce vaincu de la vie, seul et 
désespéré, sur une grève déserte, écoutant, la mort 
dans l’âme, l’éternelle lamentation des flots ?163

Let me give a few examples of the body fragment as a pars pro toto, enabling 
us to see – reach, feel, experience – and get in touch with – approach – the 
whole through ‘only a part.’164 

This notion of pars pro toto is probably most familiar to us through the 
medieval faith in redemption, which was believed possible through the over-
coming of putrefaction and partition – either through the reunion of parts into 
a whole or through the claim that the part could be the whole as a part.165 Ana-
tomical relics, for example “are usually fragments, often tiny and widely dis-
persed fragments, of saints’ bodies in each of which the whole of the saintly 
‘person,’ the vital force of that powerful soul, nonetheless, is said to persist.”166 
What especially interests me here is the relic’s power for unification beyond 
itself: the relic’s power to “contribute to the integrity of another body” or even 
the unifying of a community.167 This is a form of binding through ‘objectivity,’ 
to recall Arendt.168 Yet, another, perhaps more striking example, follows. The 
somatic quality of – especially women’s – piety in the Middle Ages, is related 
to an actual becoming one through the body.169 For example ascetic suffering is 
union with the suffering Christ. Even the manipulation of the body – e.g. by 
driving knives, nails or nettles into the flesh – or the eating of Christ’s body in 
the eucharist can be described as union with the body of Jesus.170 The imitatio 
Christi thus reaches beyond imitation to becoming or being. Imitatio becomes 
fusion.171 Stigmata, Christ’s wounds, ‘wander’ off his body and nestle somati-
cally onto others…172 As MacKendrick concludes, “the original is neither absent 
nor simply represented, but re-present, in fullness, over and over again, again 
and yet not the same.”173 Bynum proposes: 

I find our capacity to tell such stories, to hide horror 
from ourselves while allowing it to peek through, 
profoundly comforting. The very implausibility of 
the restoration of pared fingernails and amputated 
limbs at the end of time underlines, for me, the 
despicableness of human beings, who in fact 
torture and mutilate their fellow human beings. 
Yet the implausible, even risible, doctrine of the 
resurrection of the body asserts that – if there is 
such a thing as redemption – it must redeem our 
experience of enduring and even inflicting such 
acts. If there is meaning to the history we tell and 



48 the corruption (both moral and physical) we suffer, 
surely it is in (as well as in spite of) fragmentation. 
(…) And why not – whatever despair we may feel 
concerning resurrection, and reassemblage – find 
comic relief in the human determination to asset 
wholeness in that face of inevitable decay and 
fragmentation?

– Caroline Walker Bynum174

As Bynum has voiced, the faith in redemption through body fragments might 
seem somewhat humorous to us today, but nevertheless touches upon aspects of 
our being relevant to this day. Body fragments underline those aspects we must 
both heal and heal from. And, perhaps oddly, body fragments do embody healing. 

Baert for example, suggests the power of both the navel and the umbilical cord 
stump as relics reminding of the unity between mother and child. These ‘body 
relics’ are particularly powerful for the foundling and its birth mother, being the 
only remaining presence of a lost unity. In all the absence the foundling experi-
ences, the navel embodies the roots of the unity he/she cannot remember.175

There are contemporary examples of how the body fragment plays a signif-
icant role in closure. In his book Disaster Archaeology Anthropologist Richard 
A. Gould speaks of the crucial role of archaeology in the recovery (and at times 
also repatriation) of both human remains and personal belongings of victims 
of mass fatality. Having led the forensic recoveries at sites of disaster such as 
the World Trade Center in New York and ‘The Station’ Nightclub Fire scene in 
Rhode Island, Gould underlines “the need that people have to receive identified 
remains of a relative who was killed and to see and take possession of his or 
her personal belongings” in order “to begin to grieve.”176 In his experience the 
emotional closure brought about through the careful recoveries at disaster 
scenes not only comforts the survivors and the family and friends of victims, 
but also brings peace to “members of the community not directly affected by 
the tragedy.”177 I must however mention, that the physical remains are not al-
ways necessary to bring closure. For the victims’ friends and relatives, the very 
act of carrying out these careful recoveries through archaeological methods 
already proved crucial for bringing closure.178

Related to the process of memorialization and closure, folklorist Margaret 
Yocom has investigated several “spontaneous memorials” arising at sites of di-
saster such as The Pentagon. Her research shows how representations of body 
fragments – in particular “representations of heads, hearts, hands, thumbs 
and feet” – can become “resonant forms” evoking “both human presence and 
human loss.”179 Following philosopher Avishai Margalit’s suggestion that in 
order to comprehend dramatic events, we need to “insert ourselves into the 
event,” Yocom argues that “[b]y sending replicas and tracings of the hands, 
thumbs, and feet, people surely meant to leave the most earnest token of their 
physical presence and their personal concern that they could.”180 Moreover, 
she suggests the meaning visitors crave for are answered precisely by the 
ambiguity inherent to body fragments which brings about an experience of 



49complementarity between presence and absence, the finite and the infinite.181 
Yocom beautifully summarizes the power of the body fragment: “Among their 
many meanings, they represent the promise of bodily touch but not the em-
brace; the echo of footsteps, but not the arrival.”182

‘Noli me frangere: Fragment me no further?’183

If we need ways to communicate about our losses, deal with them and even 
heal them, then perhaps the (body) fragment offers a direct and accessible 
healing to most of us. If we ‘manage’ to achieve so much loss through material 
invention and if we perceive pain and loss bodily, perhaps then also healing 
can be found within matter and the body, without refraining from the social 
and without falling into ‘hollow materiality,’ consumption or “the body cult 
whose God is the body.”184 Let us approach the (body) fragment beyond the 
‘glitzy’ and ‘gruesome’ presence it has in our culture today.185

Besides its expression of disintegration, the fragment has the power to 
‘open up to us’ a greater whole just like the work of art does. They guide us 
both to the totality directly surrounding us as well as to “a new kind of whole” 
which links to our reality in diverse ways.186 But fragments can do more still 
– objects can bring healing precisely because they can convey meaning that 
is not verbally expressed.187 Mourning and caring are intimately linked to one 
another, even etymologically. And in order to care – and to mourn – for what is 
lost, we have the need to remember what is lost.188 But how can we remember 
and care for a loss as intangible as the loss of innocence and the loss of world?

You too were torn from my breast, cut from my 
womb. My heart cannot forget you.189

Building upon the etymological link between the wound – vulnus – and the 
vulva, I here suggest that the (body) fragment operates as a ‘fertile wound.’190 
Since, as we have seen above, the (body) fragment ‘presents’ itself as an invita-
tion for healing. It asks – even begs – to be cherished, taken care of, patched 
up. Does this not show in the dense layering enveloping many anatomical rel-
ics?191 Within the (body) fragment we are able to recognize our losses. Through 
the (body) fragment we are able to take care of our losses and retrieve the 
experience of wholeness.

According to philosopher John Dewey objects occupy a particular role in our 
desire for reunification since they themselves are often born of a passage from 
“the rhythm of loss of integration with the environment and the recovery of 
union.”192 The very act of making is an encounter with “resistance and ten-
sion” in which the maker seeks the potentiality of the in-between moments in 
order to achieve union, even if only briefly. Therefore Dewey suggests “[d]esire 
for restoration of the union converts mere emotion into interest in objects as 
conditions of realization of harmony.”193

As remains and reminders of an energetic body,194 the body fragment in the 
form of an object can be “imagined… as a counterpart… for the observer.”195 In 



50 our longing for unification, the (wearable) body fragment then offers itself as 
a counterpart enabling the potential to complement one another and unite. 
The wearable body fragment enfleshing a loss experienced within the wearer 
becomes a wearable relic,196 a wearable cura posterior – a cure that makes our 
suffered losses bearable. 

In the making of this opening – this wounded fragment – springs from 
our loss of innocence and our “shame of being human”197… In its opening up 
towards us, the wounded fragment uncovers the truth for us to relate to and 
reveals its wound for us to take care of. In doing so, we counteract the loss to-
gether, patching up one another. The fragment reveals and relieves our wounds.

Así ando yo
Cantando aún mis penas
Queriendo que me ames
Para mi soledad
(…)
Y así amo yo
Con rimas tan torcidas
Buscando disonancias
Pa’ mi nueva canción

– Lhasa198
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9Talking / Taking / Accepting

A conversation

I would like to begin with a conversation I recently had with art historian 
Damian Skinner in Stockholm in April 2012. As we were discussing the role 
of contemporary jewelry and discussing my research on fragments and rel-
ics versus contemporary jewelry, we came across the topic of the object as a 
mediator. Refreshing and blunt at the same time, Skinner remarked that his 
belief is that the problematic relationship people in Western contemporary so-
ciety have with their objects greatly results from the fact that we can associate 
values and powers to objects, but do not believe in them per se. In other words, 
he said, if we would accept that objects do possess powers, or at least act like 
they do, then the discussion would become both less and more complex. In 
accepting this characteristic of objects and taking a look at our surroundings 
differently, we could move beyond the endless debates about whether objects 
actually have agency, or whether we give it to them, and instead the discus-
sion would open up and help us to gain more insight in both objects them-
selves and our relationship to them.3

I believe this divergence between associating values and believing values is 
related to two stances coming together in one culture, and ultimately in one 
person – the individual within the culture. On the one hand, we relate to the 
world via our mind, and on the other hand via our senses, our feelings. We 
are, in fact, torn between these two different approaches.4





11Talking about / Taking care of / Accepting difference

A reflection

Originally, ‘thing’ meant a gathering of people, 
and a place where they would meet to resolve their 
affairs.5

Considering the pace at which objects are discarded nowadays, it seems that 
objects have never received such little thought in daily life, as is the case to-
day; even though man has never produced as many objects and developed as 
much interest in theoretical reflections about the social position of artifacts as 
today.6 What role do objects have in our lives? How do we think and feel about 
them, through them? 

As Laurent Olivier points out, we have created the objects surrounding us, 
but our existence – our being – depends on those objects and is defined by 
them too. Both humans and objects are part of the material world, and con-
struct their existence together.7 However, seen the pace at which we – or more 
precisely our machines – produce objects, we find ourselves somehow disso-
ciated from these ‘things.’8 How must we relate to things we have not made 
ourselves, and whose making we do not understand?9 How must we relate to 
such ‘foundling’-objects, objects without lineage?10 I agree with Olivier that 
this indifference towards objects is a crucial emptiness in our contemporary 
society: we cannot live with things that were made without meaning, without 
the intention to transmit something. We are made of the world surrounding 
us: “(…) prendre soin d’eux (…) ça n’est rien d’autre que prendre soin de nous.”11 

Who ‘am’ I, without you? (…) I think I have lost ‘you’ 
only to discover that ‘I’ have gone missing as well.

– Judith Butler12

The start for taking care of ourselves might imply the recognition of not only 
the intelligible dimensions, but also of the least understandable dimensions of 
human beings.13 Dimensions that seem to nearly escape the understanding of 
our senses. Contrary to medieval thinkers, modern thinkers no longer believe 
in a soul-body dualism.14 However, on the whole, ‘soul’ has been banned from 
modern discussions. It seems as if our science is simply too limited to shed 
more light upon these abstract aspects of being human.15 But at the same time, 
“while no one thinks that a self is only a body, recent discussion seems to find 
it difficult to account for identity without some sort of physical continuity. 
[There is] a deep conviction that the person is his or her body.” This implies the 
importance of our bodies in questions of personal survival16 and since many of 
our creations lead a longer life than we do, I believe this ‘material continuity’ 
also has an influence on our relationship to them.17



12 If we see ourselves as more than merely flesh and bones18 – which I may 
hope we do – and if we do find ourselves attached hopelessly to certain things, 
then I imagine that apart from the fact that we are sharing our materiali-
ty with objects, we also connect in another manner. Do we not assume we 
have a soul? That we are perhaps embodied souls or ensouled bodies? Do we 
not cling onto our belongings as though many of them have a soul? But then 
what; if the relationship between the two seems at odd ends…? I see our globe 
as inhabited by lost souls: lost humans and their lost objects and both their 
lost souls… The reason why many of our objects nowadays die just as quickly 
as they are born, is because they have not received a soul. They simply do not 
have roots.19 

The question is then: “Saurons-nous préserver l’amour que seule mérite cette 
vivante fugitive?”20



13Why don’t you answer
Why don’t you come save me
Show me how to use
All these things
That you gave me
Turn me inside out
So my bones can save me
Turn me inside out

You’ve come this close
You can come even closer
The gunshots get louder
And the world spins faster
And things just get further
And further apart
The head from the hands
And the hands from the heart

– Lhasa

It’s not that all toys, as soon as they leave the 
factory, automatically have a soul. Not at all. When 
they are just made they are only things, objects 
without individuality. But when a child begins to 
love them, then, and only then, does a part of the 
child’s soul enter into the material and bring it to 
life. From that moment, no matter how broken 
or scruffy they may have got in the process, toys 
cannot be thrown away; that is why I go around 
collecting them from here, there and everywhere 
and hang them up in the trees, where they can go 
on living…
(…)
It was not until the day after [my father] died, when 
I went into his room to find some papers, that I 
saw a few of those objects which we call ‘personal 
effects.’ As soon as I clapped eyes on them, the 
floodgates of emotion opened and I was able 
to weep. That was where my father had hidden 
himself: … in the hundred and one objects with 
which he had shared his lonely existence day by day.
(…)
It follows that even this kitchen has a soul, and not 
derived only from me, obviously. I often wonder 
who lived in this house in years gone by. A peasant? 
A tailor? A murderer? Only one’s heart can give an 
answer.
I looked around me and had the impression that I 
was being watched by a thousand eyes as I prepared 
the coffee.

– Luciano De Crescenzo21





15Talk about things / Take care / Accept difference

A proposal

Drawing from my experience as a maker, I have learned that taking time for 
the senses to ‘take in’ and giving them freedom to make sense of incoming (and 
outgoing) signals, completely changes and enriches the experience of reading 
and relating to artworks and objects in general. While studying in Stockholm 
I was lucky to be able to follow a brief Art History course by art historian and 
painter Aurél Schiller during the last years of his teaching.22 Even though the 
hours we had were few, we spent nearly all classes in different museums across 
Stockholm.23 There, we paired up, chose an artwork, took a seat in front, around 
or amidst the work of art and discussed it; freely, openly, intuitively, at times 
naïvely, seriously, humorously, shamelessly… for hours on end. 

I believe this very notion, of taking time, opening up the senses and ‘unlock-
ing’ the embarrassed, rational mind and spirit, is the key – or at least a key – to 
letting in objects in our lives. Letting them become part of us, our lives, our 
spirits and our healing. If objects can be bearers of meaning, which they for sure 
already are or have been, then is this not a way of ‘letting happen’ what could? 
Or even should? For our own sake? For healing…

In order to take a look into the different ways in which we relate to our sur-
roundings – and therefore our creations too – I have chosen to subdivide this 
section into three parts.

The first part invites the reader to ‘take in’ the world differently. This part 
is largely based on the matrixial theory developed by Bracha Lichtenberg 
Ettinger and further interpretations thereof by scholars such as art historian 
Paul Vandenbroeck. Apart from offering an insightful approach to relate to ob-
jects, the theory will also be used to question our ways of relating to the body, 
which in turn influences the way we relate to objects.

We will start the second part with a brief inquiry into the senses. Consid-
ering the relevance for the third part (on making), I will draw attention to the 
non-visual senses – with a focus on touch – without however neglecting the 
visual. We then continue by investigating matter, which is often responsible 
for arousing our senses. In this part we also explore contemporary notions/
theories about the role of matter. We will end by an inquiry into matter that 
has taken form.

In the third part then, the role of making, and more precisely the role of 
the maker will be discussed. The way things are made has an influence on 
our relationship to them. Here, both a general notion about making as a more 
experiential stance will be investigated.

The issues discussed in the second and third part are discussed more de-
tailed in other parts of this thesis.24



16 Matrix
Late Middle English (in the sense womb): from Latin, ‘breeding female,’ later 
‘womb,’ from mater, matr- ‘mother.’

Mother
Old English mōdor, of Germanic origin; related to Dutch moeder and 
German Mutter, from an Indo-European root shared by Latin mater and 
Greek mētēr.

Matter
Middle English: via Old French from Latin materia ‘timber, substance,’ also 
‘subject of discourse,’ from mater ‘mother.’

Substance
Middle English (denoting the essential nature of something): from Old 
French, from Latin substantia ‘being, essence,’ from substant- ‘standing 
firm,’ from the verb substare.

Being
Old English bēon, an irregular and defective verb, whose full 
conjugation derives from several originally distinct verbs. The 
forms am and is are from an Indo-European root shared by Latin 
sum and est. The forms was and were are from an Indo-European 
root meaning ‘remain.’ The forms be and been are from an Indo-
European root shared by Latin fui ‘I was,’ fio ‘I become’ and Greek 
phuein ‘bring forth, cause to grow.’ The origin of are is uncertain.

Timber
Old English in the sense ‘a building,’ also ‘building material,’ of Germanic 
origin; related to German Zimmer ‘room,’ from an Indo-European root 
meaning ‘build.’

Build
Old English byldan, from bold, botl ‘dwelling,’ of Germanic origin; 
related to bower.

Bower
Old English būr ‘dwelling, inner room,’ of Germanic origin; 
related to German Bauer ‘birdcage.’

Making
Old English macian, from a base meaning ‘fitting;’ related to match.

Match
Old English gemæcca ‘mate, companion;’ related to the base of make.

Fit/Fitting
late Middle English: of unknown origin.25



17Mater

The relationship between humans and their objects is in pieces. How can we 
resolve the problematic relationship we have with our objects? Where must we 
start in order to piece it together again? Where can we seek support to restore 
the relationship? Coming to mind are Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger’s matrixial 
theory, further interpretations thereof by Paul Vandenbroeck and Idalie Van-
damme and the writings of Caroline Walker Bynum. Perhaps a surprise, or 
perhaps not a surprise at all, we must ‘simply’ start looking into the objects 
and into the ‘before’ of the objects instead of thinking and looking beyond 
them. Feel them.

See me 
Feel me
Touch me
Heal me26

Matrix

Recognize the unperceived, the margins of the 
unconscious and
the suspended memory of the Matrix. (…) The 
meeting takes place in
a no-man’s land – site of anguish, but also of wild 
hopes.

– Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger27

Matrix. Womb.

I believe that in order to relate to our objects and our-selves in such a way as 
to take care of ourselves, our objects and our (partially common) souls, we 
will not only have to recognize different dimensions of human beings. Beyond 
this – in fact basic and natural – recognition follows the acceptance of both 
intelligible and less ‘transparent’ dimensions, and more still the acceptance of 
their differences. Intelligible dimensions versus more ‘opaque’ dimensions of 
human beings find their parallel in the way humans relate to the world.28 All 
of us relate to the world with our body: via our mind and via our senses, our 
feelings. In order to understand the world, we constantly make distinctions 
and constructions.29

In distinguishing these different dimensions, Paul Vandenbroeck uses the 
terms ‘phallocentric paradigm’ and ‘matrixial dimension.’30 

The phallocentric paradigm refers to a mainly Western way of relating to 
the world, which has gained influence since modernism.31 When approaching 
the world in this way, we rationally relate to our surroundings via our mind, 
seeking transparency. In this context Vandenbroeck speaks of the ‘phallo-lo-
go-centric order’ that is strongly embedded in our contemporary Western 
society and has led to a suspicious attitude towards all ‘opaque’ aspects of life, 



18 which can hardly be put into words.32 
The matrixial theory, which was developed by psychoanalyst and artist 

Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger, takes the shared human fact of life in the womb 
– the matrix – as its point of departure.33 By doing so, she introduces us to a not 
completely lost subsymbolic physicality that remains an essential, universal 
element in fantasy, thought and meaning.34 Eluding language, the matrixi-
al dimension enables human beings to empathize with their surroundings 
through “originary processes in the border-zone between psyche and ‘body.’”35 
According to Vandenbroeck’s and Vandamme’s interpretations, this theory can 
also help us to perceive artworks, and in general the uncanny – das Unheimli-
che – differently.36 

As is the case for the intertwining of control and freedom in various sectors 
of society, this intertwining and the tension in-between the phallocentric and 
matrixial approach is simply a necessity. Or stronger still, the combination of 
the two can lead to a fruitful synergy.37 Perhaps it is time to allow more of the 
‘fuzzy’ and let our spontaneous intuition grow through its adolescence. Let us 
confront and wander through the struggle rather than avoiding or oppressing 
it; we need to talk.

In what follows I will try to illustrate my concerns, sorrows and hopes 
towards this issue.

Letting objects ‘in’ requires a mutual openness.38 It demands the viewer, the 
‘inter-actor’ to engage with the object and take a step away from another way 
of thinking: the rational thinking that has dominated the Western world since 
modernism and which Paul Vandenbroeck has defined as the ‘phallo-logo-
centric order’ and the ‘phallocentric paradigm.’39 

Here, it is important to understand that the phallo-logo-centric order has 
severely influenced our way of feeling, creating, seeing and interpreting. In 
this sense, we could even state that it has damaged us. The phallo-logo-cen-
tric order has numbed us: our senses, feelings and intuition lost their skills 
somehow, letting ratio take over and lead us in our ways of taking in (the) 
world.40 Our science is too limited and certain aspects of life are not accessible 
to reason and can perhaps never be put into words. But “nothing can remain 
immense if it can be measured (...).”41 We have become partly blind for matrixial 
qualities in our culture.42 Without “rampant growth,” Vandenbroeck writes, 
“faith is dead.” And this does not simply refer to faith as in religion. Have we 
lost our understanding for objects?43 Our faith in objects has suffered from 
control and logic. If we no longer experience our objects as connected to reali-
ty, then objects loose their authority while we loose the ability to get in touch 
with (ungraspable) aspects of the real that might be – or are – only accessible 
through our images and objects. For, as Hans Belting writes, “[i]mages … find 
their true meaning in the fact that what they represent is absent except as 
an image. They manifest what is not there, what can only appear.”44 I find the 
weakening of this connection between humans and images extremely unset-
tling. We must agree that body, soul and feelings stand far closer to us than 
we let them come to us. They are, and have always been, part of us. Therefore 
I believe the disconnection we experience between us and the world, and 



19between us and our objects is unnatural and should be solved. And it can be, 
because we want our objects to be alive.45

What interests me with Ettinger’s concept of the Matrix, is that this model 
offers us a way to heal human brokenness. It comes before language and 
therefore eludes our rational logic.46 This is exactly where the soul finds itself, 
and why it is so difficult to grasp.

Quoting Vandenbroeck, it can be said “there is a transitivity between beings, 
and even between beings and things, that is beyond understanding.”47 In 
relating to objects and in building a lasting, fruitful relationship with them, I 
believe we need an affinity for the matrixial. Needless to say, we will, on the 
way, encounter difficulties due to our binary-logic spirit.48 Moreover, matrixial 
matter throws us into the ‘unknown’: it is ambiguous, paradoxical matter 
that is hard to grasp, but simultaneously intense in its capacity to heal.49 The 
touching of the untouchable and the knowing of the unknowable was, long 
before the early modern period, the domain of the fascinans of mysticism. 
The latter implied a descent into the Void, breaking through the barrier of the 
unconscious and creating the possibility to be ‘touched’ by the Other – in and 
through the body.50 The indefinable and vague frightens us. In other words, 
one could say it in fact confronts us with the fundaments of our being, of our 
existence.51 Moreover, this ungraspable and uncontrollable matter forms the 
roots of life and faith.52 

And I think it is exactly these two aspects that frighten and even paralyze 
us: on the one hand, to be put in an unstable, unpredictable position and on 
the other hand, to be confronted with the core of who we are, have been and 
will become. At first glance, I admit, it is rather difficult to believe that such 
sensations and experiences could offer any healing at all… But when inhab-
iting an earth that is both cruelle and maternelle,53 this is perhaps simply our 
challenge and task in life: to learn to live with this duality and find ways to 
‘extract’ strength and healing from both aspects.

(…) I don’t want to know
wreckage, dreck and waste, but these are the 

materials 
and so are the slow lift of the moon’s belly
over wreckage, dreck, and waste, wild treefrogs 

calling in
another season, light and music still pouring over
our fissured, cracked terrain.

– Adrienne Rich54

Cultural traces of the matrixial can be found in, for example, the aesthetics 
of Berber textiles and cults of the Black Madonna.55 Berber textiles show both 
spontaneous, diverse as also regular, strictly geometrical patterns. In their 
weaving we see a recurring central motif: a stain-like dark spot, a central 
hollowness, which vibrates outwards and which Vandenbroeck calls the 
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‘nameless motif.’56 These creations are parallel aesthetic responses to psychoc-
orporal experiences, which take place in the border space between body and 
mind, between not-I and I-to-be. They have arisen from a sense of loss and 
longing, an absence, and the sublimation of it. In these creations the ungrasp-
able and unheimliche dimensions of the real and the imaginary matrix have 
not been rejected.57 

Within the cults of the Black Madonna seeming contraries are united: 
“their miracles combine lifegiving and fruitfulness with death and deathlike 
states.”58 Also the Marian cult takes a crucial position in the handling and the 
aestheticization of unportrayable existential paradoxes.59

In this regard, we could also speak of what Paul Verhaeghe and Julie De 
Ganck have called ‘chthonic art’ in speaking of certain works of Louise Bour-
geois: works of art that cannot be interpreted because they go beyond any 
narrative. I quote: “they are an almost desperate attempt to give form and 
representation to what is beyond interpretation. (…) they are first attempts to 
interpret what can never be fully represented.”60

These notions of creation are not discussed at length here, but seen their 
relevance in my research, I return to them in other sections of this thesis.

In the very beginning there was not the word; body and feeling came first.61 
Culture works unconsciously and in the first place via the body, which is the 

K
notted carp

et, ca. 19
5

0, Tato
u

in
e, Tu

nisia. 33
0 x 170 cm

B
lack M

ad
o

nna – O
ur Lad

y of H
alle



21fundament of being human.62 In other words, each and every one of us possess-
es the key to this matrixial understanding. But our upbringing, culture and sur-
roundings keep us from ‘letting go.’ Perhaps we feel a certain shame in unlock-
ing the matrixial sense. Coming back to the very beginning of this discourse on 
our contemporary Western relationship to objects, I see the difficulty in our ac-
ceptance of vague meaning, ambiguous feelings and ungraspable souls directly 
relating to this shame – guilt? What for? So, for us, the challenge lies within the 
liberation of phallocentric thinking and accepting of matrixial uncertainties. 

I would like to conclude the reflection above with the conclusions of Van-
damme and Vandenbroeck on the matter: “Once attuned to such glimpses of 
the matrixial, beyond reason and dogma, our response to contemporary works 
of great ambiguity and intensity can also be a source of healing and whole-
ness.”63 And according to Vandenbroeck, the emotionally loaded aesthetic form, 
specific to art, can reveal to us the sensitivity of a human being or a culture, 
even when they are unknown to us.64

Mediatrix

(…) your spirit’s gaze informing your body, impatient 
to mark what’s possible, impatient to mark

what’s lost, deliberately destroyed, can never any 
way be returned,

your back arched against all icons, simulations, dead 
letters

your woman’s hands turning the wheel or working 
with shears, torque wrench, knives, with salt 
pork, onions, ink, and fire

your providing sensate hands, your hands of oak 
and silk, of blackberry juice and drums

– I speak of them now.

– Adrienne Rich65

Matrix. Womb. Body.

Now that we have looked into the changes in our Western contemporary soci-
ety in relation to our approach of the ungraspable, it is worthwhile examining 
the role of the body in relating to the world.

“However we construct it and whatever it stands for to us, body is what 
we’ve got.” With this sentence, Caroline Walker Bynum makes her point clear 
in the introduction of her book Fragmentation and Redemption: no matter 
how we feel about our body, we will have to live with it.66 We are ‘in the world’ 
because of it; the body is where we experience and interpret the world.67 Of 
course, we, humans, are more than merely bodies. But, as stated earlier, we 
have difficulties grasping what lies beyond the perceivable. Since metaphors 
and analogies prove to be useful in grasping the transparent, both in language 
and in image,68 I would here like to suggest – in Bynum’s zeal – to start with 



22 the human body as a means of exploring the ungraspable. 
This is not an unexpected path to follow; our body is the locus of physical 

pain – a wound, a toothache – and our body also lets us experience emotional 
pain – deception, the loss of a dear one, love. Not only does this enable us to re-
late to the world, it also enables us to empathize with others, to feel sympathy. 
This creates a specific tension between humans when seeing other people and 
corporeal representations.69

For now, however, I would like to concentrate on experiencing the body; 
the role physicality can have and how the body has so far helped mankind 
in grasping those dark realms of our being. Although we will not separately 
discuss this, I would like to remark that “the body lends itself in at least three 
ways to aesthetic expression: as the (literal) carrier of a work of art, as an 
artistic medium, and as a conscious and/or preconscious pattern or model.”70 
These three forms of aesthetic expression involving the body will be present 
throughout the thesis – word and image, albeit at times implicitly.

I must have a body, it’s a moral necessity, a 
‘requirement.’ And in the first place, I must have a 
body because an obscure object lives in me […] the 
depths of the mind are dark, and this dark nature is 
what explains and requires a body.

– Gilles Deleuze71

Our relationship to our own body – how we deal with it, how we treat it – in-
fluences our way(s) of relating to our surroundings and approaching objects. 
Similarly to the evolution – or shall I say ‘withering’ – of our relationship with 
the vague, we see a change in how we relate to our body. Vandenbroeck has 
suggested that our desire to grasp reality and to know the truth has gone hand 
in hand with a tendency to cleanse and control. This implies the doing away 
with the ungraspable and unsettling; in other words it implies taking distance 
of the body, which is the first place where we experience dirt, fear, fascination 
and “blurry visions.” Oddly enough, through time we see a change from one 
extreme into the other. From the experience of the body, its oddities and the 
desire for purification as a triumph, the experience evolved to become “a ‘mod-
ern’ pursuit of clarity” where there is no room for an unpredictable body. In 
this modern vision the body becomes a spotless organism, achieved through 
bodily cleanliness, which in turn produces “images of a hierarchically ordered 
body, directed by the head.” In what follows, we will see that it is exactly this 
despised body that provided order, both socially and divine.72

(…) remember 
that blessing and cursing are born as twins and 

separated at birth 
to meet again in mourning (…)

– Adrienne Rich73



23Matrix. Womb. Body. The Word made flesh.

As I mentioned earlier, the touching of the untouchable and the knowing of 
the unknowable was, long before the early modern period, the domain of the 
fascinans of mysticism. This implied a ‘fall’ into the unknown, diving into  
the unconscious and creating the possibility to be touched by the Other – in 
and through the body.74 Yes, we are stuck with this body of ours. We are 
trapped in it, and through it we are caught in this world. Our relationship to 
the body is forever ambiguous: it is the locus of pain and decay, but also of 
desire, passion, fertility and mystical encounter. From medieval piety we can 
learn that perhaps there are more reasons to treat the body as an opportunity 
than an entrapment.75 

The somatic quality of women’s piety in medieval religion has its roots in 
the doctrine of Incarnation, which is Christianity’s basic truth, its essence.76 
This doctrine gave rise to their concern with physicality and their associa-
tion of body with God: to them humanity was the ‘Word made flesh.’77 The 
New Testament’s message could be read differently, as “a bodily-rooted and 
bodily-experienced message of salvation” rather than a message calling us to 
mistrust the body.78 In other words, the humanation – enfleshing – of God is in 
fact the salvation of us all.79 Also, these medieval women’s reading of Christ 
on the cross as “humanity” rather than victory or humility, touches upon the 
fundamental shared core of being human; what we all share with him “is the 
fact that we can be hurt. We suffer.”80 

Matrix. Womb. Body. The Word made flesh. The female body.

So, to medieval women humanity was essentially – substantially – physicality; 
“the flesh of the ‘Word made flesh.’” Though humanity is genderless, theologi-
ans and devotional writers associated Christ’s humanity – Christ’s fleshliness 
– with the female. The roots of this complex association of feminine and flesh 
can be ascribed to three different factors.81 

Firstly, theologians were influenced by the long-standing analogy of “spirit 
is to flesh as male is to female.” This dichotomy of male/female can serve 
as a symbol for the dichotomies strong/weak, rational/irrational and soul/
body. The division also led to, for example, the mystic Hildegard of Bingen’s 
statement that “man represents the divinity of the Son of God and woman his 
humanity.” Perhaps interesting to mention here, is that this analogy is also 
expressed in the medieval texts that state: “Christ married human nature as a 
man marries a woman.” This, in turn, lies behind the depiction of both ecclesia 
and humanitas as female. Moreover, the association of women with Christ’s 
humanity offered women a way of joining Christ and attaining God, explain-
ing why there were more women mystics than men.82 

A second reason for the association of feminine with flesh can be found in 
the theological doctrine of the Virgin Birth. Since Christ did not have a human 
father, his body came entirely from Mary and was associated with female 
flesh: “Mary was the source and container of Christ’s physicality; the flesh 
Christ put on was in some sense female, because it was his mother’s.”83

Let us move on to the third and last strand leading to this complex 



24 association of flesh to female. This last strand is based on ancient physiologi-
cal understandings of conception. According to Aristotelian theory, for exam-
ple, it was the mother who provided the matter of the fetus and the father 
who gave its life, spirit or form.84 Furthermore, ancient biologists believed that 
the mother’s blood fed the child in the womb. After birth, so they thought, the 
blood changed into milk, thus feeding the child outside the womb too. This 
implies that “blood was the basic bodily fluid and female blood was the funda-
mental support of human life.”85

But Christ was not only enfleshed with flesh from a woman; his own flesh 
also did womanly things: it bled food – the Host – and it gave birth to new 
life. According to medieval medical theory, the shedding of blood cleansed 
the one who shed it. It regarded bleeding as feeding and the purging away of 
excess; leading to associations of Christ’s bleeding on the cross, “which purges 
our sin in the Atonement and feeds our souls in the eucharist, with female 
bleeding and feeding.”86 Naturally, sharing these qualities with Christ, women 
related to Christ through his ‘motherhood’: his sacrificial death on the cross, 
generating redemption, as a mother giving birth; his love for the soul, as the 
unquestioning pity and tenderness of a mother for her child; his feeding of the 
soul with himself (his body and blood) in the eucharist as a mother nursing 
her baby.87 In other words, to unite with Christ, women did not have to re-
verse what they were. On the contrary, since the woman’s sense of herself as 
physical linked her to Christ “as in continuity with, rather than in contrast to, 
[her] own ordinary experience of physical and social vulnerability …women 
reached God not by reversing what they were but by sinking more fully into 
it.”88 Through its femaleness, Christ’s body becomes accessible to all humans; 
“this motherly body is all of us.”89 Thus, in order to reach God, women ‘opened 
up’ to their bodies. Characteristic ways for them to achieve union were, in fact 
and image, suffering (both self-inflicted as involuntary) and food (both eucha-
rist and fasting).90

If “horrible pain, twisting of the body, bleeding – whether inflicted by God or 
by oneself – were not an effort to destroy the body, not a punishment of physi-
cality” but “an effort to plumb the depths of Christ’s humanity,” what does this 
tell us about ourselves? And if we, today, read these medieval texts and images 
as the condemnation of, for example, sexual temptation, then what can we 
learn from it? 

As Bynum writes, it may suggest that today there is a tendency to find 
sex more interesting than nurturing, suffering or salvation. But, I definitely 
agree with Bynum, and would like to emphasize here, that we are perhaps 
more literal-minded than artists and writers from the 15th and 16th centuries 
were.91 Instead of projecting our contemporary dichotomies onto what we have 
inherited, medieval art and literature might have the capacity to inspire us 
to look for a symbolic richness that our own lives seem to lack.92 Does this not 
bring us back to the matrixial theory? And does medieval art not show us how 
the body can be an opportunity, ‘a beloved companion,’ rather than an obstacle 
for the soul to thrive, to be lifted?93 I quote Bynum: “If we want to turn from 
seeing body as sexual to seeing body as generative, if we want to find symbols 



25that give dignity and meaning to the suffering we cannot eliminate and yet 
fear so acutely, we can find support for doing so in the art and theology of the 
later Middle Ages.”94 

I see here a link to Hannah Arendt’s concern of the growing focus on life 
as such, “life as the highest good” and the following aimless vitalism we get 
stuck in as economy tightens its grip on the world. To quote Arendt: “… we 
have almost succeeded in leveling all human activities to the common denom-
inator of securing the necessities of life and providing for their abundance. 
Whatever we do, we are supposed to do for the sake of ‘making a living’…” So, 
rather than regarding life, and the body specifically, as just a ‘quantitative’ 
entity, we should regard them in their qualitative aspects. If we cannot step 
out of this world and take distance from life as such, then we will increasingly 
become alienated from the world.95 

However, I must mention that Arendt ascribes the roots of this tendency to 
consider life as the highest good not so much to science, but to Christian faith 
in the immortality of the individual human life. The Christian immortality 
of individual life resulted in “an enormously increased importance of life on 
earth. (…) Not the murderer, but he who had put an end to his own life was re-
fused a Christian burial.” It is not necessary to further discuss this issue here, 
but I would like to emphasize my conviction that the Christian mystery of the 
Incarnation is nevertheless a useful guide to move beyond “life as the highest 
good.” Moreover, Arendt’s conclusion perhaps proves how, throughout history, 
mankind has preferred the aspect of the immortality of individual life to the 
shared human vulnerability, thereby neglecting compassion, expressed by the 
Incarnation through the Son of Man.96

An issue I will keep for later, but would already like to mention here, is that 
making – action – can play a particular role in our healing against alienation 
of the world. (What does this imply for the role of the artist?)

In concluding this train of thought, and in opening towards a new topic, I 
would like to suggest that the body has served, serves and can serve as a medi-
atrix, between the graspable and the opaque. Our bodies mediate between these 
two dimensions. The powerful energy between matter and spirit comes to life 
in the body: “exclude the body and spirituality dries out, becomes anemic.”97

Matrix. Womb. Body. The Word made flesh. The female body. Image.

Now I would like to come closer to our starting point: humans and their objects 
– images. If the Incarnation, Christ’s humanity, and therefore his physical-
ity and femaleness, reveal the power our bodies have to reach less graspable 
dimensions and to enforce empathy, then how can these aspects help us get 
closer to our objects? Or, how can these aspects guide us ‘through’ our objects 
differently and help us rediscover the qualities and support objects can offer us?

The doctrine of Incarnation has not only played an important role in medi-
eval piety. It has been the cornerstone for the beginning of a long tradition of 
visualization in Christianity. We mustn’t forget that the possibility of mak-
ing images, representing humans and presenting powers through images has 
relieved mankind. I therefore suggest we investigate how the Incarnation, 
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Christ’s humanity and physicality, the human body and the female, specifical-
ly, have opened the path towards visibility. Even though many of the sources 
I will be referring to relate more directly towards two-dimensional images, 
they are helpful for three-dimensional imagery as well; for the process of 
visualization in general.

As mentioned earlier, the Incarnation led to a particular stance towards 
the body in Christianity. Contrary to Judaism and Islam, Christians saw in the 
Incarnation the argumentation for the legitimacy of the figurative image. In 
their interpretation, God had already humbled himself by taking on human 
flesh and blood. Through the Son of Man God made himself visible to offer sal-
vation. If God ‘bares’ himself by taking on a human body – through physical-
ity – then imagery that has come to life through the same analogy should be 
legitimate.98 And thus we come a step closer to the ungraspable; “the process 
of becoming human itself … of the indescribable that becomes describable.”99 
Since Christ is the Son of God, he is both human and divine, this is his ‘double 
nature.’ And if the incarnation is the Word made flesh, then can we not con-
sider making as an extension hereof? Since making is the very act of giving an 
idea or feeling form…100

After this first step towards ‘grasping the ungraspable’ – by virtue of the 
body – what are the following steps made throughout Christianity that can 
take us closer to ‘less transparent dimensions’ through objects?
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27From the legend of King Abgar of Edessa we learn that Christ’s aura blinded 
the artist trying to make his portrait. Consequently, “out of compassion, Christ 
pressed his own face on a cloth, the mandylion.”101 This acheiropoietos – an 
image that is not made by human hands – is the imprint of a momentary 
revelation. In other words, the mandylion is, “the ‘bearer’ of the supernatural 
‘immediacy.’”102 (‘Immediacy’ is also an issue I will come back to later on, for 
its relevance in making). What happens here is that the unbearable image of 
seeing Christ’s aura is ‘caught’ and ‘softened’ by (the tangibility of) the cloth. 
Preserving the traces of the intangible Son of Man, the acheiropoietos creates 
“an iconic transition from divine mediation to human mediation.”103 And “[t]he 
epiphany of the divine visage …is given in its describable incarnation as a gift 
to humanity.”104 In other words, image, incarnation and Salvation go hand in 
hand. The unbearable is made bearable through the Incarnation and, accord-
ingly, through the image, which bridges the gap between the indescribable and 
the describable.105 “As a consequence,” Baert concludes, “the mandylion also sig-
nifies the iconophilic way: it permits us to see how the flesh authorizes access 
to the image of what was ‘first’ indescribable.”106

But there is more at stake still. What about archaic notions of images? And 
what can be said of the role of the female in images? If the relationship between 
body and female is a particular one, and the relationship between body and im-
age also, then what is the relationship between the female and the image?

Firstly – and this, in fact, takes us back to our very starting point, namely 
the soul of an object – I would like to clarify briefly the archaic idea of prae-
sentia in the image. This idea implies the belief that the image contains the 
powers of the represented. As the word indicates, we are in fact confronted 
with presence or represence rather than representation; this is substitution-
al seeing.107 This notion is the actual cause of iconoclasm: since the image is 
magical, it gives rise to fear and suspicion. Moreover, Islamic iconoclasm links 
the notion of hubris to inert material, of which the image is made. Since the 
human hand is unable to give life to the figurative image, it must be evil.108 

However, the iconophile does not adore the image – the object – itself, but 
its subject. In other words, the image functions as a transitory medium: “the 
image is thus a transitio, the tunnel between the visible world and the invisi-
ble. The describability via the hand of the artist and the pushing through to the 
indescribable via the gaze can go together, just as the two natures of Christ also 
go together.”109 Consequently, the image can be regarded as an invitation and 
a gate that enables us to reach the invisible through the visible.110 What I find 
important here, to take along with us in the thoughts following, is not simply 
the importance of the human body and the image with regard to achieving the 
invisible, but specifically the physicality of both. Further on, we will look more 
deeply into touch and making. I cannot sufficiently stress the importance of 
the physical work of art in this research. Essential to me, in imagery, is the 
presence of a body, of stuff, because matter holds – creates – the very possibility 
of touch. Something must have body to it, in order for us to have a grasp on it, 
hence my belief in the importance of objects in human life… 
In speaking of ‘stuff,’ we have come to the perfect transition to speak of the 



28 relationship between the female and the image.111 
Female mediation plays an essential role in the Christian stance towards 

imagery. Let us once again return to the mystery of the Incarnation to gain a 
better understanding of the place of the feminine in the image. During Mary’s 
conception, or the turning point between the invisible God and the God who 
humbles himself in the visibility of human flesh, Mary in fact is the “iconic 
interstice.” As the bearer of the Son of God, she “makes possible the transition 
from absolute to partial veiling.”112 All images are derived from the belly of the 
Theotokos, the mother of God: “The matrix of Christian imagery lies in the 
womb where Jesus was made flesh. The feminine is not part of the figurative, 
which is exclusively patriarchal, but bears it, mediating between the invisible 
and the visible.” Let me reformulate the latter, embedding it within the path we 
have followed so far: the feminine is thus not part of the describable, but she 
precedes it as mediatrix between the invisible and the visible.113 This in-between 
state can be seen as typically female, we will return to it in what follows.114

Mary is not the only female ‘image-bearer’ known to Christian iconog-
raphy. We will here look into Veronica, the bearer of the vera icon. A second 
mediatrix, the Haemorrhoissa or the ‘woman with an issue of blood’115 will be 
useful for us only in the next part, entitled Matter, where we will explore the 
role of the senses with regard to graspable matter.

Veronica, the bearer of the vera icon, caught the blooded face of Christ on textile 
– on her kerchief. This imprinted kerchief – the vera icon, the true image – can 
be seen as an extension of herself, implying that she, literally, bears the image. 
It leads us to a chain of archaic connotations, relating to the fertile potential of 
the figurative.116 

Baert remarks the significance of the textile support on which the prima-
ry image rests. The fact that the image of Christ is ‘caught’ in textile refers 
to the archaic role of women and their relationship to weaving. The image 
of the weaving process can be seen as an expression of the creation of the 
world. In the Old Testament (Psalm 139:13) we read “it was you who formed 
my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.”117 Remember-
ing the example of the Berbers earlier on in this text, we could say “the art of 
weaving testifies to a matriarchal magicalization and ritualization within 
the society.”118 Veronica is the bearer of the vera icon, but so is the weave. This 
leads us to Veronica’s veil and to the very act of veiling and unveiling. The veil 
holds a particular position within the relationship between humans and their 
images: it interrupts the gaze. What I am mostly interested in here, is not so 
much the gaze of the human towards the image, but the reverse. This takes us 
to the apotropaic notion of the gaze as it is present in both the mandylion and 
the vera icon. The apotropaion wards off evil by ‘looking back.’119 It has been 
suggested that the essence of the female bearer of the image is the fact the she 
makes the image bearable.120 

Another essential aspect present in the vera icon concerns the taking on 
of form from (regenerative) dark matter. The vera icon reveals “the process of 
becoming human in the ‘liquid form’ of bodily fluids. It is from this senso-
ry aspect that femininity was distilled.”121 The life-giving aspect, the origin 
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of new life from nothingness, is one of “the greatest mysteries with which 
humankind has been preoccupied since ancient times” and it is essentially 
feminine.122 Barbara Baert has investigated several cases of this transition 
from formlessness to form through which “the matrixial is expressed in an 
increasingly figurative, concrete way. This transition responds to our “desire to 
iconically grasp the unfathomable regenerative powers of the matrix or uter-
us, the impalpable “blackness” of her underground, but nevertheless life-bear-
ing flows.”123 For example, the terrifying gaze of Medusa – an apotropaion – can 
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30 be linked to the primal fear of the ‘black hole,’ which sucks in and results 
in an endless fall. Psychoanalysts typify the primal fear of immeasurable 
blackness, as fear of the creating womb. This inevitably leads us to the fe-
male sex, the uterus, which is the first principle. The womb is characterized 
by dark ‘stuff,’ inert matter – the generating prima matrix.124 Moreover, prime 
matter is potency.125 This reminds of the black Madonnas; “[b]lack functions 
as feminine potency (Theotokos), for the taking on of (masculine) form (Son of 
Man).”126 Earlier on, we saw how the Berber textiles gave form to this ‘matrixial 
ur-principle’ in their weavings. The abstract ‘nameless motif’ – often a black or 
red vulvatic shape in the center, which we encountered in these works, can be 
seen as a ‘predecessor’ of what has become iconic in the vera icon.127 

Before moving on to the next part, I would still like to speak of one last 
crucial aspect of the vera icon, there is also the crucial aspect of the substance 
leaving the trace of the face on the veil: red blood. The white cloth, stained 
by red blood, is not a neutral image; to women in particular it is a familiar 
image. It reminds of menstruation and giving birth, the unfruitful and the 
fruitful.128 “In both its positive and negative aspects, [menstruation] represents 
carnal existence. Menstruation opens the way for the possibility of life in this 
world and is an apt symbol for the messy flux or mortal flow of life.”129 Medie-
val physiological theory saw all bodily fluids as reducible to blood, and bleed-
ing was considered to be purifying. Medieval viewers often saw a breast or a 
womb in Christ’s side, his wound. This implies that both in their writing and 
in their art, there was an association of side – wound – with pain and blood, 
and therefore with salvation. Not only was blood the basic bodily fluid; female 
blood was the fundamental support of human life.130 “The blood of Christ is, as 
is the blood of birth and fruitfulness, the salvation of the following generation 
through pain and death. It is essentially regenerative.”131 

-trix

The Word made flesh? The flesh made word...

But what happens when we subtract all of the above? What happens when the 
body is deleted? Or when female mediation is erased or impeded? What comes 
after the body, or what lies beyond representation? Does ‘the Word made flesh,’ 
become word once again?

Firstly, we have seen that acknowledging the body is crucial for a better 
understanding of and a feel for our images. “Organ. Organism. Organization.” 
With this series of words, Vandenbroeck takes the reader through his observa-
tions of how a religion rooted in the body became increasingly directed by the 
head, by reason. He deduces from the evolution that if the body is ‘expelled,’ 
faith does not become more pure. It simply “dries out.” Now, I believe – as 
Vandenbroeck insinuates – that this is not only the case within religion. It 
can be extended to other forms of faith as well; towards our relation to those 



31ungraspable dimensions of life we have been weaving through in our reflec-
tions. Body and spirit cannot be disconnected; in order to be touched in and 
through the body, we must experience the ‘dangerous body’ and accept its 
vulnerability, its openness, its dirt, its energy, its sensuality and its ability to 
(ex)change with its surroundings.132

Secondly there are the ‘double’ implications of the Incarnation of which we 
already spoke above. On the one hand the Incarnation as read by Christians 
gave rise to the legitimacy of the figurative image, which is not the case for 
other monotheistic religions, such as Islam and Judaism. Without Christ’s 
double nature and female mediatrices, or image-bearers – shock absorbers as 
it were – the (gaze of the) figurative image remains harmful; its veil cannot 
be safely lifted.133 On the other hand, and this might seem a paradox, accord-
ing to Hannah Arendt, the same Incarnation, leading to a focus on the body 
and on the relevance of material continuity, has been the starting point of a 
strong Western concern for “life as the highest good.” In Arendt’s opinion, this 
concern for individual human life has led to an aimless vitalism; an increas-
ing world alienation that is problematic for human relations.134 This somehow 
takes us back to the previous issue; that we perhaps have the tendency to focus 
on the reason-ably graspable, rather than seeing the graspable as mediatrix, 
an in-between to achieve the ungraspable. Is this where human failure lies? 
Where our destructivity begins? 

A third thought I would like to raise here, is more specifically related to 
the role of the body in reading images, using the body as a helpful means to 
understand – grasp – images. James Elkins opens the introduction of his book 
Pictures of the Body. Pain and Metamorphosis, with the sentence “[e]very pic-
ture is a picture of the body.” He continues by saying that “every work of visual 
art is a representation of the body” in the sense that “every representation is 
a record of embodied experience“ and that “the creation of a form is to some 
degree also the creation of a body.”135 But “every picture is a picture of the body” 
also in the sense that we have the tendency to look for bodies, because “we 
prefer to have bodies in front of us.” And even when we do not see bodies, we 
can detect echoes of bodies in what we see.136 These analogies help us under-
stand visual forms. But then, one wonders, what happens when this analogic 
seeing starts collapsing? In these cases – and they are rare – we simply fail 
to make sense of what we see. Elkins here gives the example of microscopal 
discoveries made during the enlightenment; there seemed no analogy what-
soever between the creatures that were found and the creatures that were 
known. This condition of ‘visual desperation’ in fact makes clear how strongly 
we depend on ‘the image of the body’ to understand other images.137 

Finally, we can also fail to visualize the body, to create images of our body. 
Strong schematic representations of the body – such as in stick figures – speak 
of a desperate desire to express truths about the body. But, in their calculat-
ed simplifications, these representations are “a strong repression, a denial of 
what the body seems really to be.”138 Pictures of the body reveal ways in which 
the body is experienced; how we see it and what our relationship is to it. But 
this notion can also be reversed: “The encounter with new ways of conceiving 
bodies takes place in large measure through the experience of new ways of 



32 making bodies…” Every representation of the body is the result of a series of 
decisions concerning what is and what is not representable. And perhaps the 
unrepresentable originates from what is actually inconceivable? Though I will 
not explore these issues here, I would like to consider – if there is a continuum 
between the representable and the unrepresentable – what lies at the end of the 
line, far away from our imagery I have been defending. Elkins proposes that 
“language is the purpose that most forcefully evicts bodily meaning.” Language 
– in case it is a language we master, an alphabet we are familiar with – invites 
to be read, not to be seen. Consequently, when a body is used for a symbolic 
purpose, it enters “the realm of things that are not seen, but are read. […] This 
is the end of the body, the place where the body fades and language begins.”139 

In ending our pathway through the matrix, on the edge of moving on to 
matter and making, I would like to conclude by quoting Elkins: “The body can 
never be fully theorized – and we hope to keep it that way.”140 Bear with me.

(…) it is only at the level of the unreachable, 
inexplicable, extra-rational, even delusional patterns 
of the image – fragile as the dust of a butterfly wing 
under handling and examination – that the image 
pulsates and declares its independence.

– Robert Morris141

My Mediatrix

Between my collection of unorganized boxes of 
found objects/materials and organized boxes 
of bought objects/materials,

Between my collection of books with many images/
little text and books with a lot of text/few 
images,

Between my collection of skins and empty yam 
boxes,

Between the many, many hand carved bones and 
dried up root vegetables,

Between the endless amount of sentences I have 
carefully underlined and the unreadable 
remarks on the sides,

And the collection of objects and jewelry that ‘come 
out,’

Lies a large collection of drawings that – nearly – 
always ‘stays in.’

In the blurry photographs they ‘come out’ 
cautiously.

As traces of immediacy: often directly from the 
body, painfully from the bleeding chest and 
trembling hand,

And sometimes via a detour in the shaken, 
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awakened mind.

Fragile, timid, quiet, brutal and hurt,
They have led me to the fragmented body/body 

fragments,
The human brokenness, which I cannot let go.

I have been thinking about the word mediatrix and how it so perfectly draws 
together mediator and matrix. 

Thinking through practice, my mediatrix would be drawing. It is my 
in-between; it is between the unspeakable, which emerges directly, intuitively, 
and the speakable, since it is pronounced, there is an articulation on paper, in 
form, and even in matter. Drawing happens between head, heart, hand and 
other stuff.

Just as material experiments, drawing matures thinking, intuition, feeling 
and therefore the making of things in general. “The tactile, the relational and 
the incomplete are physical experiences that occur in the act of drawing,” 
writes Sennett. The creative stimulation experienced in drawing reveals the 
close connection between head and hand that is absent in non-tangible simu-
lations of drawing.142 This difference in connection and contact is known to all 
of us through the discrepancy in typing on a keyboard and writing by hand. 
The latter involves a less disconnected process than the former. Writing by 
hand consists of a continuous movement: “my hand knows words as continu-
ous, flowing gestures and not as sequences of discrete letters.” Because of the 
lack of direct contact in typing, the words “carry no trace of movement and 
feeling. They are cold and expressionless” and, consequently, the page ‘loses its 
voice.’143 Both drawing and handwriting “re-awaken long-suppressed sensibili-
ties and induce a greater sense of personal involvement, leading in turn to 
profound insight.” Perhaps this is why we have the reflex to trace a line around 
the formless stain?144 Perhaps this is why Baert speaks of Berlinde De Bruyck-
ere’s drawings as embodying “the first act of healing?”145

(…) by drawing, he discovered the pleasures of 
touch.

– Richard Sennett146



34 Matter
(…) drawing our attention to what our predecessors 
already knew when they first coined the term 
‘material’ by extension from the Latin mater, 
meaning ‘mother.’

– Tim Ingold147

Rather extensively, we have explored the role of the Incarnation, the body, the 
feminine, and the image. On the way, we have touched upon the importance 
of the visible and graspable in order to get in touch with the invisible and the 
ungraspable. The liminal path between these two dimensions is ‘paved’ by (fe-
male) mediatrices, archaic connotations and dark matter within each human, 
which brings to mind human subconsciousness, intuition and gut feeling. In 
order to walk the path, one must open up towards these ephemeral dimensions 
and ‘let in’ – having our senses/bodies and materials/objects/images at hand. 

In this part we will approach that blurry matter surrounding us, this material 
world we are part of, with a continuous emphasis on our bodies.

We will start by continuing the exploration of the senses. More specifically, 
we will look into the sense of touch. I focus on touch, because along with sight, 
it is the sense playing a crucial role in my work(s): during the conceiving of 
it, in the experiencing of it and in the understanding of it. Once again, I will 
gratefully use several art-historical examples in which touch is central to the 
interpretation of the image, in the communication of the (re)presented. 

We continue with an inquiry into the role of materials in which we focus 
on how materials affect us and whether we consider them to be active or pas-
sive. This implies an exploration of the ways in which Western tradition has 
regarded matter and the alternative views that have developed by questioning 
the tradition. 

Finally, we will briefly investigate matter that has already taken form: the 
role of objects and, more precisely the relation between objects and bodies, 
will be at stake here.

Senses

Qu’est-il arrivé ? À la faveur de quel bruit, de quelle 
odeur, de quelle mystérieuse association de pensée 
t’es-tu glissé en moi ?

– Anne Philipe148

Throughout the part Mater the urgency of the senses has been brought to light. 
The senses emphasize that the body need not be “so much a hindrance to the 



35soul’s ascent as the opportunity for it.”149 Being-in-body, living ‘through’ our 
senses, enables contact and therefore is crucial to acquire knowledge. The ef-
fect of experiencing to be ‘switched on’ by ‘the other’ is the ‘turning on’ of the 
bodily senses as is the case in medieval piety.150 Now, when mutual openness 
is present and a cooperative receptivity is successful,151 the interaction between 
a work of art or an object – approached via our senses – and the beholder 
(toucher, viewer, wearer) can also result in the gaining of knowledge, a better 
understanding of our own values and, ultimately, a soothing sensation, like 
the warm hand on the sore belly: relieving, but never fully curing.152 Senses 
can help us achieve a better feeling – sense – of, and ‘for,’ the world. 

There are two aspects about our notion of the senses I would like to put into 
question here. The first concerns the ‘canonical list’ counting five senses. 
According to James Elkins, this list can be extended to at least eight senses. 
Besides sight, smell, touch, taste and hearing, he distinguishes “gravity 
(independent of the five, since it does not require touch), heat (independent 
for the same reason: I do not need to make contact to feel temperature), and 
proprioception. It is the latter which is particularly important for us here. The 
sense of proprioception can be described as “the body’s internal muscular and 
organic sense of itself. … it denotes feeling that occurs in the body rather than 
bodily movements.” Elkins compares this notion to his use of the term pain, 
with which he does not wish to indicate “unpleasantness of any sort.” Rather, 
he uses pain to designate “the general condition of being alive, a state of sensa-
tion, a sensual monitoring of the body, a care or awareness of its health and 
its status, an attention to what are sometimes known as ‘raw feels.’” In other 
words, “pain signifies that mode of awareness that listens to the body and is 
aware of its feeling.”153 Both the sense of proprioception and Elkins’s use of the 
term pain, refer to sensing what occurs in the body without making use of 
one of the five senses from the ‘canonical list.’ These senses enable us to sense 
gestures and movements present in images, without the experience of actual 
body movement. But these senses can also engage us in the actions present in 
images. Our will to intervene in the image or our reflex to look away from cer-
tain images, are reactions possible through proprioception and ‘pain.’ Elkins 
suggests pain can be seen as “the delicate awareness of the thought of bodily 
motion, and it is enough to engage the body and alert me to the forces of the 
picture.” Through these senses we experience a particular kind of sensitivity 
towards images; we can somehow ‘engage’ our bodies in experiencing and un-
derstanding images. Another term Elkins sees pain connected to is empathy: 
“an ‘involuntary act of transference’ that causes the viewer to think something 
is true of the object rather than of him- or herself.”154 Elkins concludes that the 
combination of proprioception with empathy, can help us understand how our 
bodies react not only to what affects them directly, but also why our bodies are 
affected – influenced – by the objects we see, and – I would like to add – make.

The second aspect encourages a more balanced embracing of all the sens-
es. The matrixial theory, which we familiarized with earlier, reminds us of 
the importance of the non-visual senses. In their accuracy and immediacy 
through which they can communicate, they have nevertheless often been 



36 overlooked by the sense of vision. Why consider vision as ‘the noblest of the 
senses’?155 One might even doubt, that sight is possible without touch.156 In 
extending Merleau-Ponty’s thesis of Flesh, Luce Irigaray argues that tactile sen-
sations begin in the womb and that touch is the primary sense.157 It has been 
suggested that “[a]ll the senses, including vision, can be regarded as exten-
sions of the sense of touch – as specialisations of the skin.”158 Touch can thus 
be considered “the first sense of knowing.”159 Derrida attributes a particular 
power to touch; according to him a radical impact, such as death through the 
lack of touch or an excess of it, is not possible with other senses.160 The powers 
of touch, taste and smell – “the mother of every memory,”161 can immediate-
ly take us back in time and thus occupy an important role in our ‘taste’ for 
things. Hearing for example, invades the body; it “leaves the impression that it 
takes place within the person.”162 Richard Sennett explains that touch involves 
the whole body: “touch delivers invasive, ‘unbounded’ data, whereas the eye 
supplies images that are contained in a frame.” Moreover, Sennett argues the 
brain receives more trustworthy information through touch than through 
sight. Touch can lead us to ‘grasp’ objects more accurately, through which we 
are able describe an object more precisely than if we were only to see it.163 

With our first female bearer, in the previous part Mater, we have crossed a 
complex range of associations within the becoming of the image. I will now 
continue with the Haemorrhoissa. This female mediatrix can help us explore 
the impact of touch and the moment between fluidity and solidification. 
The former refers to our relationship with objects, the manner in which we 
interact with them and, also, the maker’s intuition versus his or her choice of 
materials. The latter refers to key moments in the process of creation and will 
be discussed in the following part entitled Maker/Making.

The Haemorrhoissa, or ‘the woman with an issue of blood,’ is a bleeding 
woman who, during Jesus’ requested cure of the daughter of Jairus, emerges 
out of the crowd and touches the hem of Jesus’ cloak in the hope to be cured of 
her bleedings. The moment she touches the clothes, her bleeding immediately 
stops and Jesus becomes instantly aware that “a power had gone forth from 
him” (Mark 5: 24b-34). Since the bleedings are referred to as a fons – a spring – 
in verse 29, they are of uterine origin.164 Perhaps the Haemorrhoissa is a wom-
an suffering from irregular menstrual bleeding, which implies, according to 
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37Leviticus, that she shall not be touched.165 The case of the Haemorrhoissa is 
clearly a miracle of healing through touch.166 

Studies on the syntactic meaning and frequency of the word ‘touch’ in the 
Old and New Testament, have revealed that the Greek haptein is the verb that 
is generally used for denoting touching. But haptein also means ‘to approach,’ 
‘to be in contact with something or someone’ or ‘to touch emotionally’ (and 
this both in a favorable and in a harmful sense).167 And do images not approach 
us, too? Do they not, in the most intense moments touch us, instead of us 
touching them? The beauty of (an) encounter. 

But the notion of prohibition of touch also exists: “Comparative research 
of the frequency and the contextual meaning of the verb haptein has shown a 
cultic meaning (Ex 29:37) or a taboo of touch (Leviticus and Numbers) between 
people, things and dead bodies. The word haptein is also used in the Noli me 
tangere phrase: me mou haptou (John 20:17).”168 

Baert has put forward several explanations for the purpose of the prohibition 
of touch. In a first explanation, “Noli me tangere refers to the transformation of 
the belief in Christ as a human being into the belief of Christ as God.”169 With this 
interpretation we see a clear correspondence between touching and non-touch-
ing, and the double nature of Christ concerning visibility. Because of the trans-
formation of her belief, the Haemorrhoissa can even be considered the starting 
point for the defense – mediatrix – of a Christian visual culture.170 A second 
explanation relates to the gaining of knowledge via the senses. As for sight, also 
touch can lead to higher and forbidden knowledge: to the mystery of God him-
self.171 There is something magical about touch, which manifests itself through 
the knowledge we derive from it. Many things we see, we perceive in a certain 
manner or recognize them through what we have learned from our tactile 
sense.172 But also the traces – imprint – left by touch emit a particular power.173

Most importantly to me here though, is the possibility of healing through 
touch as we see in the case of the Haemorrhoissa. In Matthew 14:36 we read: 
“And they besought him that they might touch the hem of his garment. And 
as many as touched, were made whole.” As Baert stresses, the touching of the 
hem requires a humble, kneeling position; one must plead with the other.174 
Perhaps less literally, but I believe that in Vandenbroeck’s notion of humans 
and their (inherited) objects as discussed above, there is a hint towards this 
submissive approach. I quote Vandenbroeck: “… a deep receptivity can open 
the doors a few inches for which our Reason lacks the keys. (…) There is a 
transitivity between beings, and even between beings and things, that is 
beyond understanding. (…) Mutual openness is what is needed. Our eyes, or 
an approach involving other senses, and also our extra-sensory antennae, can 
reveal to us the deepest stirrings of the ‘other.’”175 Maybe we need a dash more 
of patience, gratitude and respect for our objects and the influence they have 
on our lives. If we expect healing from our objects we will need to plead with 
them. (Toucher). A simple touch can prove a miracle, but only if the touch is 
truthful. (Touched). We will first have to gain insight in our ways and behav-
ior towards what we have created before we can (expect) gain from our objects. 
(Reciprocal touching).176



38 The momentum of the Haemorrhoissa’s touch evades process, it is immediate: 
in the blink of an eye, the healing takes place, thus uniquely connecting the 
touch with the possibility of healing in a miraculous way. With the Haem-
orrhoissa we see the transition between fluidity and petrifaction, between 
process and interruption.177 This in-between-ness is particularly interesting 
for the maker working with matter. And for this reason, we will come back 
to the case of the Haemorrhoissa in investigating making.178 In the case of 
the Haemorrhoissa, the hem symbolizes the interruption. Clothes contour 
the body and their borders “fragment and defragment the sensitive symbolic 
markers of the body, such as the feet, waist and neck.”179 Is it not precisely 
these places that are adorned by jewelry too? (And are these places, where the 
warm, damp skin and the soft, supple hem touch not sensual, erotic even?) In 
this rhythm of fragmentation and emphasis, the lower hem forms a border 
between the world and the individual, “between one’s own body and the body 
of the other.”180 The hem can be symbolized as a liminal zone where the trans-
fer of dynamij – transit power, ‘potentiality’ – takes place: it is the place where 
transfers and transpositions between ‘I’ and ‘the other’ take place.181 Although 
we will look more closely at this further on, I believe it is important to already 
stress the importance of transition and potentiality in the process of making; 
be it on behalf of the maker, or still in the in-between-ness between his/her 
hands and the object or its matter. Moreover, this liminality can be related to 
the ‘matrixial borderspace,’ where limits become thresholds and which helps 
us make sense of certain aspects of our symbolic experiences.182 

The notion that power is present in a holy person and can be tapped from him/
her is very old.183 The magic of touch, as we have learned from the case of the 
Haemorrhoissa, lies in that brief moment of transition between the non-touch 
and touch and leads to healing, to making whole.184 As an object maker, and 
more specifically jewelry maker, this notion is at the core of my artistic prac-
tice and desire: that through touch, healing is possible. 

After this inquiry into the senses, let us look at what arouses a great deal of 
their activity: materials. Matter – material – existent in so many states, seems 
nearly as complex as a subject of study. The ‘mind over matter’ paradigm, which 
has heavily influenced the studying of images, objects and artworks, is well 
known and questioned in contemporary thought.185 As a result of these trains of 
thought, there is a new and widened interest in materials and their distinctive 
role within communication and creation. I will here discuss those aspects that 
are the most relevant to my research, including the artistic body of work.

Materials – Objects

And behold, matter, the oldest thing [in creation], 
wishes to be born again and in this new beginning 
to be encompassed in forms.186



39Dematerialized, Swallowed = Some problems

In her article Das Medium als Mediator – Eine Materialtheorie für (Öl-)Bilder, 
Ann-Sophie Lehmann gives a clear account of how fields studying artworks, 
such as Art History, have held a rather dematerialized approach. She pleads, 
amongst other scholars, for a less dualistic stance between form and matter 
and between theory and practice.187 Reflections that bring to the fore the impor-
tance of materials reject the approach of artworks as being primarily immate-
rial representations. How has this dematerialized approach caused harm to 
our view on materials? A dematerialized approach implies the assumption that 
ideas or designs are imposed onto materials and shape them into artworks. In 
other words, throughout history there has been the tendency to speak mostly 
of the intention, or the idea, (supposedly) preceding the work. Materials have 
been regarded as what enabled the embodiment – physicality – of the idea.188 
Stronger still, one could say that such a one-directional model considers mate-
rials as passive substance.189 But materials are definitely not dead matter, they 
also have agency. “But matter is also energy…” argues Paul Vandenbroeck.190 

In many disciplines that study the history and meaning of objects, objects 
are studied from the very moment of their existence.191 In regarding objects 
this way “materials appear to vanish, swallowed up by the very objects to 
which they have given birth.”192 Although I would not go so far as to say that 
the materials completely determine the form and character of the artwork 
through their material properties, let there be no doubt that their role is not a 
minor one. Materials as well as making itself have an impact on art, images 
and objects. Materials are to be considered amidst – in the middle of – the 
meaning of the artwork.193 

But how must we then study materials? Or materiality? Because of this 
dematerialized approach, Lehmann argues, there is no coherent material the-
ory at hand to help us study works of art.194 The notion that the possibilities of 
a material will profoundly influence the forms of objects, foresees the theory 
of affordances developed by the psychologist James Gibson and contemporary 
theories about material agency.195 

Agency, Affordances, Intermediaries, Mediators = Some answers

Let us start with a useful comparison Lehmann develops throughout her ar-
ticle. In researching the influence of oil paint in oil paintings, she makes use 
of the terms ‘intermediaries’ and ‘mediators’ as defined in the Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT).196 Particularly interesting about the ANT is that it insists on the 
existence of human and non-human agency, and in this manner, actively in-
cludes objects in social networks: “In addition to ‘determining’ and serving as 
a ‘backdrop for human action,’ things might authorize, allow, afford, encour-
age, permit, suggest, influence, block, render possible, forbid, and so on.”197 
An important concept embedded in this theory lies in the distinction made 
between ‘intermediaries’ and ‘mediators.’ Bruno Latour defines an intermedi-
ary as “what transports meaning or force without transformation: defining its 
inputs is enough to define its outputs. For all practical purposes, an intermedi-
ary can be taken as a black box....” The input of mediators, however, does influ-
ence the context; they “transform, translate, distort, and modify the meaning 



40 or the elements they are supposed to carry.”198 In other words, an object can be 
an intermediary in one situation, but a mediator in the next, depending on the 
role it plays within the context. 

The consideration of objects having agency, reminds of the theory of 
affordances developed by psychologist James Gibson. This theory speaks of 
the ‘action possibilities’ of objects: how objects – or materials, as Lehmann 
suggests – invite for certain actions; offer specific possibilities.199 In thinking 
of our surroundings in terms of affordances, where possibilities approach 
us, anthropocentric thinking is challenged. Such a turn in thinking pro-
vides great new opportunities in studying objects, materials and artworks.200 
Lehmann believes that in order to do justice to the essential role of materials 
in images, the notion of materials as passive, and accordingly as ‘intermedi-
aries’ will have to shift to materials as active and influential, as ‘full-blown 
mediators.’201 In the example of oil paint then, we would consider the paint as 
a mediator rather than an intermediary; and as Lehmann demonstrates: in 
painting skin, does the paint, with its drying fluidity, itself not form a skin 
on the canvas? At times, in oil painting, the paint does not merely represent 
the characteristics of that which it embodies, but really has the qualities of 
the represented material. Because of this magical aspect of representation we 
tend to forget the medium, and look right through it, increasing the illusion 
of directness and the seeming immateriality of the image.202 This directness 
reminds of the immediacy of touch and the immediacy of the becoming of the 
first image of Christ, but also of the immediacy every maker thrives on and 
strives for in his/her practice. 

I would like to conclude with some thoughts on agency.203 A first question 
would be: where is agency located exactly? Latour’s definition of agency in 
fact brings us back to our reflections concerning the concept of the Matrix 
with regard to objects: “agency ‘resides in the blind spot in which society and 
matter exchange their properties.’”204 If images give the invisible visibility and 
if their agency lies in a ‘blind spot,’ it is no wonder one must make an effort 
to acknowledge and experience the power of objects. A second issue concerns 
where the line between human agency and non-human agency lies. “[W]hile 
agency and intentionality may not be properties of things,” writes archaeolo-
gist Lambros Malafouris, “they are not properties of humans either: they are 
the properties of material engagement, that is, of the grey zone where brain, 
body and culture conflate.”205 

Metaphors, Materiality, Impenetrability = New problems

I certainly defend a position in which the different actors of our social network 
are approached similarly. Humans, objects and materials are all inter-actors 
in one environment and therefore, in my opinion, must be regarded somewhat 
equally. This implies a less drastic split – or even the refusal thereof – between 
matter and idea, theory and practice. In her article Showing Making: On Visual 
Documentation and Creative Practice, Ann-Sophie Lehmann refers to phrases 
such as the book title The social life of things (Appadurai, 1986)206 to demonstrate 
how “artifacts circulating within networks are often described using anthro-
pomorphic metaphors.” Even though Lehmann states that such “metaphors 



41have been useful in overcoming subject-object dualisms by emphasizing the 
idea that things, too, possess agency,” she stresses that “things are not alive 
and it may seem naïve to take the metaphor so seriously.”207 This somewhat 
reluctant stance towards material agency we also sense when Richard Sennett 
denotes anthropomorphism as a “kind of material consciousness [investing] 
inanimate things with human qualities.”208 In his book The Craftsman, Sen-
nett poses the following question: “Is our consciousness of things independent 
of the things themselves?”209 Lehmann, in turn, reformulates the question to: 
“where is the material consciousness located, in us or in the materials?” Sen-
nett leaves the question unanswered and Lehmann states that “[t]o suppose a 
material consciousness is in materials, however, would imply something like 
a material spirit, some godly spark within matter that would return us to the 
alchemic science of the early modern period of a modern form of animism. 
That is clearly not a useful way of tackling the problem and probably the rea-
son why Sennett does not pursue the topic.”210 It is precisely this cold distance 
preserved between the object and its metaphorical equivalents that makes me 
shiver. Although I understand the difficulty a discussion pursuing a material 
spirit would imply, I find it a shame to simply push the idea aside and, in fact, 
sidestep the problem. Yes, it is clear that we can only speak of a ‘biological anal-
ogy’ since their lives are lived differently than those of living organisms. But 
have we not learned that life is more than the biological aspect to it? Do we not 
consider human agency to be more than our embodiment? I cannot help but to 
continue sensing an air of indifference towards objects as long as the detach-
ment endures. Rather, I would argue that the very tendency – intuition – to 
liken things to bodies suggests only a microscopic split between our objects and 
our-selves. I am more in favor of a way of approaching material agency beyond 
agency as merely an idea or a metaphor, where a continuous awareness of the 
discrepancy between object and metaphor can still be felt between the lines. 

Corporeal contact, Enclosures, Flux, Mater, Fetishist, Wind = New answers

An insightful reflection upon this ‘enduring split’ can be found in Tim Ingold’s 
discussion article Materials against Materiality. Building upon Gibson’s theory 
of affordances, Ingold claims “objects and people, nature and culture are in-
separable and shape each other in mutual processes of becoming.”211 How could 
this not be the case, since we, just like objects, “swim in an ocean of materi-
als”?212 In fact, Ingold takes the studying of materials a step further. In his 
work he “seeks to overcome dichotomized thinking through aligning materi-
als and makers, as well as nature and culture, thinking and doing within one 
domain.”213 In doing so he sharply observes the many ways in which current 
studies of material culture seem to “get as far away from materials as pos-
sible” in order to understand materiality.214 Thereby he not only criticizes “the 
excessive polarization of mind and matter” but also contemporary theories 
seeking to overcome this very polarization. According to Ingold contemporary 
theories too often result in a “slippage from materials to materiality.” One 
could wonder “[w]hat academic perversion leads us to speak not of materials 
and their properties but of the materiality of objects?”215 What materiality actu-
ally means, remains vague and theories consist of too impenetrable language 



42 and too incomprehensible concepts such as intentionality, sociality and the 
concept of (material) agency that we explored above. What about touch? What 
about getting our hands dirty? I follow Ingold’s proposition that we can only 
“learn more about the material composition of the inhabited world by engag-
ing quite directly with the stuff we want to understand.”216 Ironically, Ingold 
observes, in Colin Renfrew’s ‘material engagement theory’217 the polarity 
between mind and matter lives on: “For the engagement of which he speaks 
does not bring the flesh and blood of human bodies into corporeal contact 
with materials of other kinds, whether organic or inorganic. Rather, it brings 
incorporeal minds into contact with a material world.”218 How can one speak of 
pottery, without ever having molded clay? 

And as if the situation was not yet sufficiently complex, we can ask 
ourselves “What, then, is this material world?”219 A strict division between 
natural objects and artifacts does not persist,220 nor can it be said “all that is 
material resides in things.”221 Where lies the line between things touched and 
untouched by humans? Must things be transformed or merely removed in 
order to be considered as artifacts? Arendt observes that “[m]aterial is already 
a product of human hands which have removed it from its natural locations, 
either killing a life process, as in the case of the tree which must be destroyed 
in order to provide wood, or interrupting one of nature’s slower processes, 
as in the case of iron, stone, or marble torn out of the womb of the earth.”222 
And, Ingold asks “where (…) would we place all the diverse forms of animal, 
plant, fungal and bacterial life?” Not all that is designed, has been made, some 
things are grown… This then raises the disturbing question where we belong, 
if our bodies also belong to the material world. We are skin, bones and blood, 
as we also consist of a myriad of organisms. Consequently we can ask our-
selves where the borders of our body are.223

Following these questions and concerns, Ingold gives an alternative view 
of our world. He invites the reader to imagine the world as the habitat of a 
burrowing animal like a mole. This would imply that our world would consist 
of “enclosures whose surfaces surround the medium instead of detached objects 
whose surfaces are surrounded by it.”224 Such a view binds all ‘inhabitants’ 
of the world in one surface or ‘skin.’ In looking at our world this way, objects 
(“the forms of things”) arise from within rather than being impressed from 
without. With this image, Ingold in fact reverses our notions of ‘construction’ 
and ‘detached objects.’ ‘Constructing’ becomes ‘hollowing out’ and ‘excavating,’ 
while detached objects could be considered ‘material absence.’ This ‘new world 
image’ reminds very strongly of the image of the world that arises in Deleuze’s 
book Le Pli, drawing on Leibniz’s oeuvre. Here the world appears as “an infinite 
series of curvatures and inflections, and the entire world is enclosed in the 
soul from one point of view.”225 Deleuze clarifies the latter as Leibniz’s denial 
of “a single and universal point of view.” In such a view, individuals would be 
swallowed up, which does not do justice to the particularity of each soul.226 
Now, considering the thoughts concerning materials, objects and humans 
here, I greatly favor a ‘pluralistic’ worldview where all its inhabitants are treat-
ed as subjects – with souls.227 This implies a great deal of actors all together 
moving towards the world, which, simultaneously is their very beginning. 



43In the light of our reflections, Deleuze’s notion of a being-for the world 
rather than a being-in the world intrigues me. Deleuze explains that in order 
for the subject to be for the world, the world must be placed in the subject: “the 
soul is the expression of the world… but because the world is what the soul 
expresses.” Being for expressing; being for expressing all that is enfolded along 
with them in this world. If the world is “an infinite series of curvatures and 
inflections” and if matter “offers an infinitely porous, spongy, or cavernous 
texture without emptiness,” then “each body contains a world pierced with 
irregular passages. (…) If the world is infinitely cavernous, if worlds exist in 
the tiniest bodies, it is because everywhere there can be found a ‘spirit in mat-
ter.’”228 In other words: the view of being-for the world rather than being-in the 
world implies the absolute intertwining of humans, their creations and the 
world. We are in the world, and the world can be found in each of us. There are 
two aspects of this view that I find greatly inspiring in relating to both ‘form-
less’ matter and matter that has taken on form (objects). 

The first aspect is a continuation of the world image as described above. By 
seeing the endless movement of ‘foldings’ continue throughout the full net-
work of actors, clear lines can no longer be drawn: “we go from fold to fold and 
not from point to point.”229 Is it not refreshing to see the lines melt, to feel the 
vapor of the fading hard edges and to sense contours becoming blurry? “With 
Leibniz,” Deleuze explains, “the curvature of the universe is prolonged accord-
ing to […] the fluidity of matter, the elasticity of bodies and motivating spirit 
as a mechanism.”230 This leads us to the following aspect.

The second aspect concerns ‘spirit matter’: “Life is not only everywhere, 
but souls are everywhere in matter.”231 Matter triggers movement and action; 
it “inspires force in all things” and therefore Deleuze speaks of “the affinity of 
matter for life.”232 So perhaps, here, in this view, souls are not at all lost, “since 
sensitive or animal souls are already there, inseparable from organic bodies.” 
Souls are ‘at home’ in their bodies and are dispersed throughout the whole 
body, in every single part of it.233 There is thus no need for souls to wander 
about naked and lonely, as there is also no need for bodies (matter) to roam 
over this world without a soul, without a life force. “In relation to the many 
folds that it is capable of becoming, matter becomes a matter of expression.”234 
Moreover, objects here take place in a continuum, which in turn affects the 
very ‘character’ of the object. Considering objects amongst the infinite folds of 
the world and the endless openings of matter, objects – or objectiles, in refer-
ring to Deleuze – themselves become somewhat like open volumes, rather 
than fixed, formed substances. In their unfolding, objects become events.235 

Via Deleuze, I have made quite a detour, in order to continue with the state 
of fluctuation that slowly came drifting to the surface in the thoughts above.236 
This notion of movement, of becoming liquid and active, of sweating and ab-
sorbing, taking and giving, challenges the common notion of ‘material things’ 
as being solid, homogenous, passive and everlasting. The material world is in 
fact “a flux in which materials of the most diverse kinds – through processes 
of admixture and distillation, of coagulation and dispersal, and of evaporation 
and precipitation – undergo continual generation and transformation.” This im-
plies that the forms of things are not projected from without upon inert matter, 



44 but are borne within this flow of materials, just as we humans are too.237 At 
times materials may seem to be sleeping ‘the sleep of death,’ but they are 
merely hibernating, dormant, and can be awakened at any time – at the cost 
of their own life or those of the forms they express; no object lasts forever.238 
A sudden drop of temperature and baked clay will crack. A slightly increased 
level of humidity and dry organic matter will mold and swell. Materials decom-
pose and ideas last. It is precisely for this reason, Sennett argues, that Western 
civilization has supposedly privileged mind over matter, head over hand.239 I 
am tempted to say that the human desire for survival is reflected in this very 
longing for a graspable form of endurance. In our material preferences, I believe 
we are saying something about ourselves. We identify ourselves with matter.240 
We have great difficulties being at peace with vulnerable and perishable objects; 
we encounter a myriad of struggles in coming to terms with our own bodies.241 

Let us elaborate on this notion of flux ‘enveloping’ the material world. With 
the flux of materials, we find ourselves between the very beginning of our quest 
for the graspable – form, matter, image – and that which will ‘wrap it up’: mak-
ing, motion. Mater – Matter – Making. Mother – substance, essence, being, cause 
to grow, inner room – fitting, matching. Ingold reminds us of the core of materi-
als, through the very root of the becoming of the word ‘material,’ which comes 
from the Latin mater – mother. “For beneath the skin of the form the substance 
remains alive, reconfiguring the surface as it matures,” writes Ingold.242 The 
necessity of interchange between substances for humans (our bodies, our souls) 
is also part of the lives of materials, and therefore by extension, also part of the 
lives of objects. Objects, materials, humans are always ‘on the move.’243 It is this 
flux of materials that has been hushed and ‘suffocated’ by ‘materiality.’ In an 
attempt to bring back life to the material world, so argues Ingold, the theory of 
agency has been developed. Although the expectations projected upon material 
agency have been high, the approach it entails remains distant. This distance 
becomes clear in Peter Pels’s distinction between animist and fetishist. Peter Pels 
calls the logic of material agency animist: “a way of saying that things are alive 
because they are animated by something foreign to them, a ‘soul’ or … spirit 
made to reside in matter.”244 In other words, in this perspective objects’ souls are 
additional; life has been bestowed upon the object. The silence must be broken, 
the cold distance must be dissolved, and the open wound must be narrowed. Lucki-
ly, refreshing and relieving, Pels offers another way of understanding the life of 
things. He proposes that the spirit enlivening objects is not in them, but of them. 
In this alternative logic, which Pels calls fetishist, we do not have to look beyond 
the objects’ substance, matter, in order to discover their heart, their soul. Ma-
terial presence implies life.245 I defend the view that objects need not be brought 
to life, since they are part of “the generative fluxes of the world of materials in 
which they came into being and continue to subsist.”246 Objects have been made 
by human hands, by a ‘charged’ body, and this bodily energy slips into every 
bodily working process.247 There is no need to attribute life – a soul – to objects; 
they are not inert. Ingold explains that such a view where “things are in life 
rather than that life is in things” corresponds to “the actual ontological commit-
ments of peoples often credited in the literature with an animistic cosmology.” 
And here, in speaking of objects as opposed to humans, I have fallen into my 



45own ‘trap’; “in their world there are no objects as such.” Since objects are made 
of matter, they are alive and active. This matter, these substances are part of 
infinite inflections and enclosures, surrounded by media that decompose and 
therefore make possible new life. Indeed, “when an organism dies, it does not 
really vanish, but folds in upon itself, abruptly involuting into the again new-
ly dormant seed.”248 Spirit – the soul – then, is not an additional element, but 
the regenerative power of these infinite flows and folds. These flows pulsate 
throughout our objects and our-selves; stronger still, they keep us alive. We are 
all part of the same transforming current.249 We are no more or no less than our 
objects. And so, it can be said that materials do not exist, but occur. And how we 
feel about materials depends on our experience with them; these feelings are 
not fixed or essential, but processual and relational. This flow of transforma-
tions is the input for the infinite story of each material.250 The qualities of mate-
rials “are part of that private view of the world which artists each have within 
them.”251 Indeed as Sennett puts forward, while referring to Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
“symbolic value is inseparable from awareness of the material condition of an 
object; its creators thought the two together.”252 (However, I would rather see 
thought replaced by created, experienced, felt.)

There is not one correct view on the material world: “… there is not, and 
can never be, one ‘correct’ or ‘right’ theoretical position which we may choose 
to study material forms…”253 We might even wonder whether “thing theory” is 
even necessary at all; “Why not let things alone?”254

Perhaps we can compare spirit, soul, and the regenerative power of these 
infinite flows and folds to the workings of wind. Invisible as it is, but visible 
through its encounters with matter, wind can both cherish and destroy its 
‘partner in dialogue.’255 Surrounding all that is enfolded in the infinite inflec-
tions of our world, wind blows and creates an ongoing current. In its ‘tour de 
force,’ wind impregnates those things – bodies – it brushes against with its 
power. “Wind brings to life that which is ‘still,’”256 thus bringing forth ensouled 
bodies or, in Aby Warburg’s words, ‘Seelentierchen,’ soul creatures.257 By breath-
ing, this vital energy is continuously refreshed. Wind flows through us, in and 
out,258 emphasizing the flux which our bodies – we – are part of. The workings 
of wind bring to the fore the parallels between the world and its inhabitants, 
bodies. Enfolded by our skin, our bodies experience the wind entering and 
leaving us through the infoldings – invaginations – of our skin. The incon-
ceivability of the skin lies precisely within these infoldings, through which 
boundaries disappear. Our skin, the enveloping condition of life, knows no 
end and no beginning; its infoldings can be seen as extensions of the world,259 
where the wind passes through as long as we live… Once it no longer passes 
through, the ‘folding in upon itself,’ the deflation of being takes place.260 We 
must allow the wind to pass through in order to let live; we need to let the flux 
flow throughout our bodies and the bodies we create in order to live. The mo-
ment we no longer let the wind breathe, life ends.

As a maker, I do not believe materials are neutral intermediates. Materials 
play an active role in creation; when they are chosen for use, when they are 



46 dealt with during creation and, once they have been given form, when they 
are ‘taken in.’ But perhaps I should reformulate this as follows: materials play 
an active role in creation; when they seduce us to choose them, when they 
invite us to touch them (and consume so much of our time and thoughts!) and, 
once they have taken form, when they beg us to be used and cared for.

As a maker, I would dare say that my respect for materials ascends to a level 
I cannot clearly comprehend myself. I do not ascribe the will of a material to 
its chemical and physical aspects only. (Is it an exercise in oneself? Is it silent 
listening? Is it a fearful awe for or perhaps a ‘deterministic trust’ in materials?)

No, material is not neutral matter; they lead a life on their own. Materials 
meant something long before they were captured for use and altered in form. 
Materials have meaning before we give it to them, before we put words to it. 
Their input is not neutral and brings about change and meaning, thus modify-
ing, enhancing our thoughts. Through their specific qualities, we enjoy some 
materials but abhor others, or: through their specific material qualities, we 
enjoy some objects but abhor others. 

To a maker, objects are not soulless. They are ensouled and I will do every-
thing to underline their ensoulment. It is a give and take, a mutual process. 
The exchange of thoughts, feelings, happiness and disappointment. Dealing 
with objects can cause as much anger and disappointment as human nature 
does… Sometimes I find myself begging the material to cooperate and hoping 
its form, the object, will trust me and answer my prayers. By creating objects, 
a mirror appears. At times it is a joyful one; possibilities are plentiful and hope 
is abundant. At times – more often than not? – the mirror is a confronting 
one; with overwhelming doubts and more than enough sorrows. More than 
enough is never too much. As time passes, the joy of bringing to life seems to 
become more difficult to encounter. The downfalls are deeper, the passages 
rougher, the thresholds fiercer. Suffering side by side. Squeezing through the 
eye of the needle together. The object has become a necessity. A cherished, 
faithful, devoted intimate.

For a maker, the employing of the senses, or shall I even say, being directed 
by the senses, happens naturally throughout the process of making. In order 
to sense the possibilities ahead one has to get a feel for the material, and this 
requires involvement of the human body and its senses.261 Touch, smell, sight 
and even hearing and taste, and the ‘extra’ senses of heat, gravity and pro-
prioception put forward by Elkins are all indispensable throughout the – or at 
least my – working process. If human interaction is crucial for the quality of 
human life262 and for gaining a better understanding of one another, then such 
is also the case for materials: “Interacting with [the material], thus, is a way 
to experience the material life of [the material].”263 In his book The Craftsman, 
Richard Sennett demonstrates how knowledge can be gained through touch 
and movement; “…motions, plus the hand’s varied ways of gripping and the 
sense of touch, affect how we think.”264 

Therefore, after first exploring object as bodies, we will continue by investi-
gating the role of making.



47Object-as-Body 
Object-as-Counterpart

They have taken away our clothes, our shoes, even 
our hair (…) they will even take away our name (…) 
Consider what value, what meaning is enclosed even 
in the smallest of our daily habits, in the hundred 
possessions which even the poorest beggar owns: a 
handkerchief, an old letter, the photo of a cherished 
person. These things are part of us, almost like limbs 
of our body (…) Imagine now a man who is deprived 
of everyone he loves, and at the same time of his 
house, his habits, his clothes (…) he will be a hollow 
man, reduced to suffering and needs, forgetful 
of dignity and restraint, for he who loses all often 
easily loses himself.

– Primo Levi265

If material presence implies life and if images/objects play an active role in 
our social networks and rituals, then it is quite natural to regard objects as 
Seelentierchen, as ensouled bodies, creatures in their own right. Needless to 
say, these (little) bodies influence our lives. I would here like to focus on the 
bodily aspect of three-dimensional objects, and more precisely of those objects 
fit to human scale, human handling. 

Let us elaborate – flesh out – further James Elkins’s ‘analogic seeing.’ Above, I 
already mentioned that Elkins has suggested “the creation of a form is to some 
degree also the creation of a body.”266 We continued our investigation by learn-
ing that the body plays a key role in understanding images: “… the impulse 
to see objects in and as bodies, and the complementary desire to see bodies in 
and as objects (…) ‘analogic’ seeing is one of our deepest ways of comprehend-
ing bodies.”267 Although we often are not aware of how thinking analogically 
helps us make sense of visual forms, it is even a necessity “in order to come to 
terms with unusual objects.”268 For example, it is because of analogic reason-
ing that we perceive Hieronymus Bosch’s little creatures as creatures; to see 
that each one “is one creature, that it has a mode of life, an that it is, in the 
most fundamental sense, a body.” Moreover, in perceiving other bodies, we 
can contrast them to our own. The image I have of myself is interwoven with 
my ways of responding to body representations. Therefore, Elkins suggests, 
the pictured body can be considered as a counterpart for the observer.269 This 
notion of the represented body as a counterpart for humans has also come to 
me intuitively through making jewelry on the one hand, and by working with 
organic materials (parchment, potatoes) on the other hand. In other words, 
‘the pictured body as our counterpart’ could be extended to ‘(body) images 
and (body related) objects as our counterparts.’ ‘Us and things,’ then be-
comes ‘things and us,’ or ‘us and us’… I would then be inclined to say that we 
should also treat our objects as our counterparts. Needless to say, this offers a 



48 dynamic approach to jewelry – objects ‘whose’ homecoming is the placing on 
the human body.

If we consider objects as Seelentierchen and ensouled counterparts, it becomes 
clear that objects influence our lives. We can then speak of a mutual process 
of becoming, where the energy between things and humans is acknowledged 
as arising from both entities. Humans then no longer outbalance their objects; 
objects have become subjects too. This brings us back to our former discussion 
on the life residing in matter. I would here argue that the very tendency – in-
tuition – to liken things to bodies suggests but a microscopic split between our 
objects and our-selves. In directly relating to objects as subjects we naturally 
overcome the duality between (humans as) ‘alive subjects’ and (objects and 
materials as) ‘dead matter.’

Our objects, our ensouled counterparts, are complementary companions in 
life. In a literal sense, we can then think of prostheses – objects that are truly 
extensions completing the body. Such objects put into question the boundaries 
of the body and prove that we tend to naturally incorporate objects into our 
bodies, extending and constructing the self.270

Here, however, I wish to speak of a notion of complementarity and comple-
tion as in companionship, as we experience between humans.271 By seeing the 
object this way we naturally engage in a very different relationship. We are 
then involved in a relationship of mutual respect, trust, understanding, care 
and empathy, but also of worry. For, as in human relationships, the counter-
part of attachment is loss and the counterpart of understanding is misunder-
standing… But in the best of relationships, in the best of moments, in the best 
of human encounters, there are moments of becoming one. It is this merging 
into one that I understand as the power of the engagement between humans 
and the object-as-body, the object-as-counterpart.

In fact, the very roots of the object lie in this function of being a counterpart 
for humans. Images (objects) were born to make present a lost life; they make 
a physical absence present in a new embodiment. Therefore Hans Belting 
speaks of the image as rooted in a body analogy. In their primal function, 
images embody a real presence – they are represence rather than representa-
tion.272 I quote Belting: “As the re-embodiment of the dead amidst the living, 
they presented a kind of reassuring symbolic certainty in that most uncertain 
of realms. (…) images needed to do more than merely represent an absent 
body; they had to possess a body of their own. (…) their primal function [is] a 
real presence, one that should be thought of as in symbiosis with the soul.”

With their presence, objects approach us, as we approach them too.273 And 
we must approach them; images are only complete when the exterior man-
ifestation is combined with mental representations as well.274 In order to 
touch and to be touched, we must approach our objects and embrace an open 
attitude towards them. As in human relationships, the relationship between 
human and object-as-counterpart depends on this ‘cooperative receptivity.’275 
But how could we be cold towards the fellow beings that are our objects? 

We are able to identify with objects, as we are also able to sympathize 



49with humans, through the combination of proprioception with empathy. We 
attribute human characteristics to objects and materials, meaning that we 
recognize ourselves in objects.276 We live and understand the world through 
our objects.277 Objects can arouse within us feelings of empathy and make us 
experience the whole, even if only for a moment.278 In these moments we be-
come each other’s caretaker.279 Regarding the object as such, one could say the 
relationship between the object-as-body and humans, is about dealing with 
life – the lives they are both fully engaged in. 

But this notion can also be ‘simplified,’ in the sense that, everything we make 
is directly or indirectly related to our body. Objects bear the traces of our bod-
ies and of the individual who created it – traces of his/her body, traces of his/
her life. Objects can be images of our bodies, carrying the desires our bodies 
repress and the hopes they bear.280 The way we construct the world then paral-
lels the workings of the body.281

Perhaps seeing the object and the materials it consists of as body-related,  
is necessary for the maker in order to be able to express and create over and 
over again… 



50 Making / Maker
Waste.  Waste.  The watcher’s eye put out, hand 

of the builder severed, brain of the maker 
starved

those who could bind, join, reweave, cohere, 
replenish

now at risk in this segregate republic
locked away out of sight and hearing, out of mind, 

shunted aside
those needed to teach, advise, persuade, weigh 

arguments
those urgently needed for the work of perception
work of the poet, the astronomer, the historian, the 

architect of new streets
work of the speaker who also listens
meticulous delicate work of reaching the heart of 

the desperate woman, the desperate man
– never-to-be-finished, still unbegun work of repair-

it cannot be done without them
and where are they now?

– Adrienne Rich282

From the preceding texts, we have learned that language is where the body 
ends. But the body is where language begins. Language developed from the ac-
tivities of the hands. Bodily movement is the foundation of language; moreo-
ver, motion is the essence of making, of creation.283

Throughout our thoughts, reflections and doubts, along the paths we have 
followed above, the notion of flux – movement, creation, action, continui-
ty – has been present. At times it was but a detail, or a possibility. But in the 
preceding text, while focusing on matter, the notion of motion became more 
prominent. Here, ‘motion’ is the heart of our subject of study ‘making.’

What does it mean to make? What does one learn from making? What are 
the implications of creating? What does making involve? How does maker 
relate to object? Object to maker? 

In the line of our thoughts on matter, this part on making intends to put into 
balance the study of objects by looking at their becoming. ‘The making of’ an 
object must be taken into account alongside its life after birth. Both produc-
tion and consumption of the object define its character, its being. However, 
speaking of the role and implications of making implies far more, to me, than 
merely studying how an object has been made. Making – creating – tran-
scends the purely technical. The making of objects also has an influence on 
the maker’s becoming and being. The relationship between subject and object, 
which is, in fact the relationship between two subjects,284 will intertwine 
our investigation here. This means that making is a dense net of both visible 
and graspable, invisible and ungraspable lines and threads. Seen this dense 
network and the many individual, personal nuances blowing throughout its 



51web, I have dedicated a separate essay to ‘the person as a maker,’ ‘the person/
maker towards the object’ and ‘the object as result of the maker’s character 
and life.’ For a more profound and personal account of these topics, I refer to 
the part Sadness. Destruction and (the absence of) Empathy: The suffering of the 
condemned object.

Being Shown vs. Being Touched

Besides the investigation of the use of objects, also the making of objects 
enhances our understanding of objects.285 However, I am not convinced of the 
necessity of detailed analyses of the making process.286 

There are two points I would like to make clear here. The first aspect being 
that in my understanding, making implies more than ‘getting one’s hands 
dirty’ or constructive material engagement. In my opinion, making is a dia-
logue engaging the whole of being human (of the human being, the maker):287 
the body is physically entangled with making, in action, and a full circle 
comes into being between these actions, the body, thoughts, materials, tech-
niques, feelings, experiences, circumstantial and environmental influences.288 
This notion of making was already introduced by John Dewey at the beginning 
of the 20th century in Art as Experience (1934). In his view, ‘inner material’ and 
‘outer material’ interact during making; thoughts, memories and emotions 
mingle with the physical matter the maker is engaged with.289 Making is a 
“back and forth movement:”290 “the physical process develops imagination, 
while imagination is conceived in terms of concrete material.”291

Even though scholars such as Ann-Sophie Lehmann and Richard Sennett 
roughly share this view, I have difficulties recognizing it within the propo-
sitions they put forward for studying and communicating making. Seen the 
complexity of the back and forth action in making, I doubt it can be captured. 
This brings us to the second point. I am not only concerned about the ways in 
which making is or can be studied and communicated, but I wonder for what 
reason and in how far making should even be made explicit at all.292 Let us 
ponder more upon this second point.

The multi-layered process of which artistic making consists, includes a 
myriad of jumps; forwards, backwards, inwards and outwards, some are 
highlighted and exaggerated, others forgotten and erased. These jumps 
are ephemeral and escape the documentary or demonstrative. Indeed, as 
Lehmann voices: “the complexity of making challenges our most impor-
tant analytical tool: written language and its essentially linear structure.”293 
Wondering whether making perhaps establishes knowledge that is beyond 
the human verbal capacity to explain, Sennett states that language is pos-
sibly the fundamental human limit and does not possess the adequate tools 
to communicate the movements of the human body. In this context, Sennett 
speaks of ‘dead denotation’;294 verbs, for example, name rather than explain, 
tell rather than show. If “making is motion,”295 but language strongly evicts 



52 bodily meaning,296 then communicating about making seems to be doomed to 
become a strenuous endeavor. 

In order to surpass the limits of language, Sennett proposes the substitu-
tion of the word by the image.297 (There is, however, not a single image in his 
book The Craftsman!) Also Lehmann sees visual representations of creative 
practice – be it still or moving images – as source material to study the com-
plexity of making.298 I agree with both Lehmann and Sennett that language is 
too limited to communicate fully about making -its implications, meanings, 
roles, its significance and its ‘matter.’ Being convinced of the importance of 
feeling and intuition in making, the visual communication of making might 
enrich our understanding of making to a certain extent, but perhaps does not 
make a sufficiently meaningful difference. If we wish to grow beyond “static 
and distanced aesthetic contemplation,”299 mere instruction and documen-
tation of making will not suffice. At least with regard to gaining access to a 
better understanding of ungraspable layers of objects, I believe the observing 
of the making process is in fact but a shift of focus in the countering of prob-
lems. Images, just like words, can be static and distant. As with language, the 
danger of employing images can be the naming rather than explaining, telling 
and showing rather than touching. Sennett, I believe, hints at the key aspect of 
getting across the core of making when saying that “the challenge is to make 
written instructions communicate – to create expressive instructions.”300 My 
conviction is that in speaking of making the emphasis should lie on expres-
sion rather than instruction. Many objects are the result of more than skilled 
techniques. Therefore any communication about making must transcend the 
archival, instructional, participatory and display functions.301 Communicating 
about making, if we really want to gain a deep understanding of our objects, is 
not about being able to reproduce the object or its detailed process of making. 
It is more about comprehending a dialogue, sympathizing with the complex 
range of elements of which making consists, such as maker, matter, tech-
niques, objects, imagination, thoughts, associations, feelings, experiences, 
human impulses, etc. Is it possible to cherish and even enrich the very soul of 
making by exploring it? How can we embrace the complexity of making with-
out strangling it?302

Here, I would like to put forward several vital aspects of studying making 
of which some were introduced by Sennett in The Craftsman and others by 
Lehmann. Afterwards, we will look into the act of making itself. 

A first aspect concerns some thoughts on the communication of making 
via images instead of language. Rather than simply regarding the image as 
a means of showing making, another layer can be reached when looking 
into how the making is being shown in the image. Is the image blurry? Has it 
been altered? Perhaps the relation between the materiality of the image itself 
relates to the material process depicted.303 What I find refreshing in this view 
is that it leaves the viewer a gap to fill in personally, leaving room for associa-
tions, and imagination. When making use of images for understanding mak-
ing, we must accept their double nature; the image reveals, but also hides… 
Aspects of making can be left out, compressed or fragmented; what is shown 



53can be “employed to mystify rather than to clarify creation.”304

The second aspect builds upon this notion of identification between image/
language and viewer/reader. An important part of understanding images and 
making lies in the identification with (the matter and maker engaged in) the 
process, actions, gestures and decisions taking place during making. I would 
here like to put forward the power of sympathy in identification. Sympathy 
enables us to identify with other people and thus helps us to understand them 
better. Sympathy binds people. But in order to sympathize with the other – 
their differences – and to enter in their life one must be able to imagine oneself 
as another.305 Imagination, in turn, permits us to get outside of ourselves and 
“to gain entry to a foreign place;”306 be it another person, object or the complex 
act of making. I am inclined to suggest that this imaginative work is more 
the result of feeling than of reasoning. It can come to us naturally, but only 
with the necessary patience and will of course. However, as we learnt earlier, 
proprioception, which can be regarded as a basis for sympathy, is naturally 
‘embedded’ in humans.307 Because of the sense of proprioception, metaphors 
can make apparent the symbolic value of certain actions. If, as in a rather 
humorous example given by Sennett, the right amount of stuffing in a turkey 
is described as “[the turkey] should not over-eat,” then our own physical revul-
sion immediately makes us grasp the idea – the feeling – conveyed.308 

In summary, I am convinced that it is impossible to give a complete insight 
into making. Stronger still, I believe such an understanding of making is nei-
ther desirable nor necessary. By analyzing making, we run the risk to paralyze 
its soul. In studying making, we must accept the temporary and ungraspable, 
and find ways to keep the process alive, or to awaken it even.309 Just like we 
must be at peace with the fact that objects are transitory, and that some are 
more ephemeral than others, so must we understand that also in making there 
are aspects we can impossibly conserve, let alone restore. Making largely con-
sists of fleeting fragments, which are being held together by essential intervals, 
meaningful gaps… These openings and fragments simultaneously reveal and 
hide, and it is this ambivalence we mustn’t forget to acknowledge. Yes, making 
challenges language, and perhaps it is so for a particular reason: to ‘preserve’ 
its non-transparency and seek personal modes of identification, understanding 
and translation. I am not in favor of looking into making from a documentary, 
observational or instructional perspective. Such an approach only permits us 
to ‘go’ skin-deep into making. To get to the heart (of the matter) of making, 
literally looking at making has to be surpassed. Nudging, or gradually touching 
seems a more precise way to describe the attempt to get a better understand-
ing of making. Patiently reading between the lines – pulling out and pushing 
in intuitions, associations and emotions – might insinuate more layers of the 
making process than ‘grabbing’ facts and words. In fact, making reminds of 
the hem: that borderspace where action takes place, where inner and outer 
materials flow into one another. Making also implies a liminal unit where the 
transfer of dynamij – transit power, ‘potentiality’ – takes place; during making 
transfers and transpositions between ‘I’ and ‘the other’ come about.310



54 Maker as Mater

Natality

Rather than speaking of making as a logically describable and observable 
process, I would here like to create a place for viewing making as a process of 
growth, coming to life.

Describing artifacts with anthropomorphic metaphors has been helpful in 
overcoming subject-object dualisms. But according to Lehmann this biologi-
cal analogy is also misleading, since “it suggests that things only really exist 
from the moment that they are ‘born.’” This is precisely the problem in many 
studies of objects; things are considered primarily as finished objects. Where-
as organisms are the result of growing, Lehmann writes, artifacts come to 
being through making.311 For makers, however, I am not sure whether the dis-
tinction between making and growing is so pronounced. Moreover, organisms’ 
lives start long before birth too. Does the mother not converse with the still to 
be born child? And is this dialogue not life-long; lasting in thoughts, objects, 
memories, smells, emotions, images, experiences, hopes, desires and other 
wanderings of the mind, heart and senses?

Making is indeed a “back and forth movement,”312 a dialogue between the 
maker and its creations. Moments of immediacy and interruption succeed 
one another. This growth slowly comes into being in the action and energy 
that takes place – ‘immediately – between inner material and outer material, 
between that which at first can be localized with ‘maker’ and ‘matter at hand.’ 
Throughout the process of growth, inner and outer material start to mingle 
increasingly, and distinctions between maker and ‘made’ become both small-
er and greater. On the one hand the maker identifies more and more with 
his/her creation; they merge with one another. On the other hand, the object 
becomes more subject over time, thus distinguishing itself from its maker in 
becoming an entity of its own. But, usually at least, maker and creation phys-
ically remain separate entities and most often there is a rupture, a moment of 
parting, of letting go of one another. 

Following these thoughts, the maker could be considered a mother, patient-
ly bringing into being his/her child. But this giving rise to life also implies the 
pains and virtues of giving birth and letting go. The process of making runs 
parallel to the course of life, in that sense that it is a journey of giving birth 
and then letting go of what we created and brought up. Hannah Arendt argues 
that action is intimately connected with birth and death, natality and mortal-
ity. The capacity of beginning something anew is a feeling – both feared and 
yearned for – familiar to the maker. And “in this sense of initiative, an ele-
ment of action, and therefore of natality, is inherent in all human activities.”313 
Moreover, all things we create, condition the human existence. In other words, 
the back and forth movement, the dialogue continues: while we make them 
and after their birth, images and objects condition us – their makers. Both the 
process of making and the results of this process – our creations – confront us 
with ourselves.314

In her article The Gaping Wound or The impossible Image of the Foundling, 



55Barbara Baert suggests a link between the creative process and procreation; 
“the birth of something out of nothing.” Throughout the text, the account of 
the relationship mother-child lets us feel a tinge of melancholy as appears 
from the iconographic type of the Glycophilousa. Here we see the infant Christ 
gently touching his mother. 

This comforting touch anticipates the painful split that lies ahead for both 
mother and child.315 Considering the object as a child of the maker, this means 
that the object – and more specifically the jewel – actually has the potential 
to be a double counterpart; through touch, it cannot only comfort the viewer/
wearer, but it has the capacity to console its maker also. Stronger still, maker 
and creation could then fuse in suffering, as the mother and child do.316 Are 
maker and the created object then perhaps a particular kind of mother and 
child, as the foundling and the birth mother? 

Because of their distorted separation, the birth mother feels a swirling 
black hole, while the foundling child senses “a dramatic dimension of loss and 
emptiness.” Does this “churning black hole”317 not relate to the confused feeling 
of emptiness the maker experiences when letting go of his/her (handmade) 
object – releasing it into the world? And what is the object without a caretaker? 
What can the jewel possibly become without a wearing, bearing mother?

But the foundling is not only left behind, it is also found.318

And the growing of the object in making also implies a process of growth for the 
maker: his/her knowledge, feelings and sensitivity evolve throughout making.
But malignant growth, threatening overgrowth also exists…
Then again, “it is only within the human world that nature’s cyclical movement 
manifests itself as growth and decay.”319
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56 Acceptance, Pangs of Pleasure and Pain

Immediacy and interruption are firmly, but irregularly woven into the net 
of making. The pains of uncertain interruptions and the need of letting go, 
counter the pleasures of immediate communication and interaction, and vice 
versa. Playing its game of frustration and relief, making seems to be able to 
keep the maker believing and hoping. 

We will here briefly look into these pangs of pleasure and pain, which the 
maker actually accepts (as a whole?).320 In the next part we will then take a 
closer look at the coming into being of this acceptance – the nonetheless pro-
ductive dialogue between pleasure and pain.

Making – and also that which it results in – lies within the realm of 
action.321 In hands, heart and head we experience making. On the one hand, 
through the immediacy of the exchange between matter and body, we expe-
rience the intense pleasure of gaining knowledge through the senses.322 We 
stumble upon difficulties but at times cross the threshold: suddenly under-
standing and/or unexpectedly seeing new perspectives lying in our hands.323 
In the motion of making, movement gives rise to rhythm, which, as Sennett 
proposes, can grow to achieve the character of a ritual.324 In the rhythmic 
journey of working, making even has a lesson to teach us on the healing of 
inequalities.325 We learn about ourselves.

On the other hand, matter and maker encounter an endless amount of 
interruptions; there are difficulties, too, arising from the intimate connection 
between matter and maker. There are times, we find ourselves incapable of 
trespassing boundaries we encounter in making. The maker finds himself/
herself to be banging his/her head against a brick wall, going around in cir-
cles. Rather than discovering a pleasant surprise in one’s hands, a horror is 
uncovered – unveiled, or the understanding one was hoping to bring to light 
appears to be but a weak mutation.326 The maker can dwell upon the failures 
– his/her shortcomings – and experience suffocation in the ‘web of making.’327 
The material exhilaration that arouses the mind might, then, just as well 
bring about destructive wonder and fear.328 And what if the outcome serves 
nobody?329 The responsibility of making might be overwhelming…

The maker’s experience of making oscillates between pleasure and pain. 
This ‘in limbo’ of making reminds of the loss and uncertainty of which our 
being consists330 and of the inherent ambiguity of images.331 But how does the 
maker deal with this split? What benefits can this confusing experience bring 
about? Why trouble oneself with an endless journey ‘along’ pleasure and pain?

Being One – Making Oneself – Becoming One

Through making, the maker experiences a process of personal growth him/
herself. 

We will here look into those notions of making that I – as a maker – experi-
ence as strengths – powers if you like – of making. 

During our encounter with the mediatrix of the Haemorrhoissa we investi-
gated the immediacy of touch and the in-between-ness it encapsulates; the 
instant transition between fluidity and petrifaction, between process and 



57interruption.332 This in-between-ness is particularly interesting for the maker 
working with matter. Petrifaction is coagulation and it is this solidification 
that turns living matter into relict, image and artifact.333 Material transforma-
tions from malleable or oozy to solid, from soft or liquid to hard, from fresh to 
worn or decayed, from natural to processed or vice versa are all intrinsically 
linked to intuitive choices made throughout the creation of an image, and 
even more so for the creation of an object. Thus, this in-between-ness is an 
apt analogy for the making process, which is at times very fluid and immedi-
ate, but simultaneously filled with interruptions. “Comment garder le contact,” 
how must we maintain the contact?334

We are forever part of the material world and we cannot fully surpass that. 
However, for the maker it is a quest to feel matter and actions adequately. As 
the beholder seeks ways to identify with the image/artwork/object, so does the 
maker experience a journey of identification with matter:335 with the material, 
the actions of which ‘the making of’ consists and finally with the image/ob-
ject. How can a maker engage with matter? Where does this identification and 
directness/immediacy derive from? What do we gain from this engagement?

I will here build upon several views investigating the influence of matter/im-
ages on us – via our bodies and on our bodies – in order to gain a better under-
standing of the tensions taking place and the powers arising between matter 
and maker – mater – in the process of making. During making, in working 
with stuff, we go through certain actions with matter, taking along all experi-
ences, hopes and fears in life. The whole of fragments comprising the maker 
– everything we are – influences the interactions between maker and matter 
beyond conscious decisions; the shape that the matter becomes is a result of 
these interactions.336 It could be said then, that in making we are animating 
matter, “waking up its particles.”337 Our actions – not neutral – change the 
meaning of the matter at hand – not neutral either. On the one hand (inter-) 
actions can make us forget the matter at hand, but on the other hand, in 
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58 (inter-) acting with matter our sensitivity to matter can be heightened. I be-
lieve it is the amalgamation of these two states of (inter-) acting, or perhaps their 
discrepancy, which brings about a powerful tension in the act of making.338

One way of considering action within making relates to Alfred Gell’s view 
on the role of technology with regard to objects. He states that “the power of 
art objects stems from the technical processes they objectively embody.”339 I 
believe objects’ powers stem from many other aspects involved in making as 
well, but technical aspects are definitely amongst them; or are at least those 
leaving the greatest visual marks distinguishable.340 As Gell formulates when 
discussing John Frederik Peto’s painting Old Time Letter Rack: “The magic 
exerted over the beholder by this picture is a reflection of the magic which is 
exerted inside the picture, the technical miracle which achieves the transub-
stantiation of oily pigments into cloth, metal, paper and feather.”341 

Not only in observing images or objects can we forget the medium and get 
touched by its directness.342 Also when making images or objects, this im-
mediacy, this evaporation into the other, being fully absorbed into ‘an other,’ 
spells a particular energy on the maker and therefore is ‘complicit’ in casting 
a pact – union – between the two. This loss of self-awareness can be described 
as the experience of “being as a thing;” or as Sennett so aptly formulates it, 
“[w]e have become the thing on which we are working.”343 It is this “engage-
ment with ‘stuff,’”344 where we literally embrace our position amongst objects, 
which allows us an entrance to the in-between-ness we spoke of before. Being 
one with the material world in a constructive way enables us to exchange ex-
periences with matter. In the intense dialogue between external and internal 
images, a new image arises.345 

Another way of thinking of action within making leads us back to Elkins’s 
notion of pain, where he speaks of the combination of proprioception and 
empathy. He suggests that the ‘fusion’ of these two abilities can help us under-
stand how the matter we are interacting with affects our bodies.346 Therefore 
I believe it can also help us comprehend why matter arouses certain reactions 
within us. Relating to the first, the second view concerns the embodied iden-
tification of which Lehmann speaks when investigating the role of showing 
making.347 The mirror neurons of which she speaks, permit us “to extend our 
sense of touch beyond our physical being”348 and therefore help us understand 
actions performed by others, also enabling us to sympathize with the matter/
form/object at hand and with the actions that have been ‘inflicted’ upon it – 
by us, but afforded through its own properties. So, rather than ‘forgetting’ the 
medium, we strongly identify with it once the actions have been performed and 
once we imagine the roles being switched. Perhaps here, also, we have become 
the thing on which we are working, but on the grounds of a reversal of roles 
– of two different entities – rather than the merging of two roles/entities into 
one. This identification – empathizing – with matter is necessary to experience 
the immediacy so vital and fruitful for making. We could here also speak of 
anthropomorphosis, a form of material arousal in which humans attribute 
human qualities to matter. According to Sennett, this way of identifying with 
matter has the purpose to “heighten our consciousness of the materials them-
selves and in this way to think about their value.” As Sennett suggests, I also 



59believe that our material preferences have a social reflection: “The nature and 
virtue we are thinking of concerns ourselves.”349 During material engagement, 
we question our values through our senses. In making, thinking and feeling 
are one.350 In making, we are confronted with the state of the matter at hand; 
we can identify with its condition and influence it accordingly. 

And by interacting with matter, we also literally experience the material 
life of the matter at hand.351 In the immediacy of touch, we feel the materials 
and can react both directly and indirectly. We – object/matter and maker – 
reflect one another, and reflect upon one another. 

Formulated differently, in the immediacy of making, one leaves traces of one-
self, both literally and metaphorically. Images/objects can mirror the body352 
and the soul of the maker, who has left his/her ‘live imprints’ and ‘life impres-
sions’ on the counterparts made. As the archaeologist Christopher Tilley has 
observed: “through making things people make themselves in the process.”353 
Taken literally, we could then speak of the live imprints the maker leaves on 
the object – the imprints of the maker become a pars pro toto.354 Richard Sen-
nett speaks of the intentional traces placed by makers on their creations as “a 
personal stamp of his or her presence.” But of course there are also less clear, 
unintentional personal marks that can be left behind on an object/image, 
such as fingerprints or footsteps, which then literally become counterparts of 
the maker’s body. Each material affords specific actions to which the maker 
reacts, resulting in particular traces and forms. And also these traces, making 
visible human presence and (inter-) action, express the maker’s silent voice: 
“’I made this,’ ‘I am here, in this work,’ which is to say ‘I exist.’”355 Metaphori-
cally then, we can speak of life impressions; all the traces the maker carries, 
can find there way into the substance at hand, the matter of mind. These life 
impressions play a crucial role in the identification with materials. For, as 
we have seen above, in making, we are making choices and selecting options 
– actions and substances. In doing so, we are reflecting upon our own values. 
In making, we judge. Not only the result of making, but also the action itself 
is experienced.356 Through interaction, empathy and identification we ‘put 
ourselves’ in matter and become part of it. It is in this sense, that we make 
ourselves when making objects/images and that the object/artwork can be 
seen as a mark, delineating the journey of the maker. And it is also in this way 
that the object becomes part of us.

Thus, the in-between momentums can serve as liminal zones, where not only 
potentiality takes place,357 but also where new potentialities can be found. The 
immediate ‘back-and-forths’ between ‘I’ and the ‘other,’ or between two ever-
evolving subjects, experiencing material life together and giving rise to trans-
fers and transitions, indeed function as a ‘matrixial borderspace.’ One could 
say makers largely thrive on these moments, where limits become thresholds 
and provide a sudden insight into the purpose of our symbolic experiences and 
actions, which become apparent in the matter we shape with our hands.358 

In this sense making to makers, means a kind of inventio. I here refer 
to not necessarily the discovery of something new, but more the finding of 



60 something itself: “Something found by chance takes on the aura of a mira-
cle – whether it’s a coin, the relic of a martyr or a baby is immaterial.”359 The 
“magical impact of touch” thus ‘joins forces’ with “the magical charge” of find-
ing.360 It is this that I would like to understand as the ‘material exhilaration’ 
and ‘arousal by magic,’ which Sennett speaks of.361 In other words, the thrill 
experienced is twofold: the discovery of potentialities within the material 
perceptibility (visibility, tactility) on the one hand, and on the other hand the 
bringing about of meaning and feeling through these wondrous, perceptible 
material findings. Therefore, besides empathy/identification, the crucial role 
of making in my opinion concerns reflection/insight; making is a process of 
thinking.362 I would like to underline that with ‘thinking’ I do not only refer to 
thinking about the making itself – the material’s characteristics, the actions 
involved in making – but thinking as a movement of ideas and concerns, 
feelings and expressions which slowly comes about and gradually grows and 
matures throughout the very act of making.

In search of Counterparts, In search of Mater

The foundling, too, is without lineage. He is 
attached to nothing and can only survive in the 
capacity of a new beginning: a founding nodal 
point from which – hopefully – new branches 
emerge. Therefore the foundling exerts a strange 
and magical power of attraction on the finder.

– Barbara Baert363

Prélude

I speak of making, but what do we still make ourselves? Of what do we still 
experience ‘the making of’? 

I speak of the maker as mater, but who can relate to her if we are surround-
ed by stuff we have had little or no contribution to and of which we don’t un-
derstand its coming into being? What still has the power, the permanence and 
the weight to be called our foundling?

I say the foundling – the maker’s child, the object – is found, but who truly 
finds it – embraces it? 

I speak of becoming one, but also of the unavoidable disunity accompanying it…

We here seem to have come full circle. My worries concerning the relation-
ship between humans and their creations opened up towards Bracha Lichten-
berg Ettinger’s concept of the Matrix. This theory enabled us to approach the 
issue via the body – our common denominator, thus allowing every human to 
interact with ‘things.’ We then continued building upon her matrixial theory; 
constructing and destructing the relationship between humans and their 
creations, without forgetting our origins, mater: 



61Matrix – Mater
Matter – Mater
Maker – Mater 

But there is still a pair missing in our list.
Finder – Mater 
Finder: beholder, caretaker, viewer, owner, wearer or consumer? A lucky 

finder?

Interlude

I have spoken of objects as lost souls. Not receiving a soul goes from A to Z: from 
how we consider materials, to how we create (objects); from the reason for 
which we give (objects), to the reason why we acquire (objects); from the way 
that we inherit (objects), to the way that we conserve (objects) and, finally, to 
our ways of and reasons for parting with an object.364

“Nous n’avons pas encore bien réalisé que c’est nous désormais qui sommes 
un problème pour nos choses.”365

Act I
Nowadays we are not the (active) maker of many things ourselves anymore. 
Needless to say, this creates a distance between humans and objects that 
disrupts our understanding of them, leading to a disconnection.366 Directness, 
which is essential in action and dialogue, leads to direct action and direct 
dialogue, which is crucial for healthy human relationships.367 

Act II
The moment we no longer engage with other subjects, our lives are no longer 
human. The moment the intimate connection between hand and head is 
separated, both understanding and expression suffer.368 The moment we would 
find ourselves “without things, we would stop talking. We would become as 
mute as things are alleged to be.”369 To live, to be alive in this life, one must 
take initiative – we have to engage in speech and action.370

I write ‘in search of ’ and not ‘awaiting.’ Being healed through objects re-
quires establishing a relationship with them, which in turn depends on action. 
The less we engage with objects, the less healing we will encounter. The more 
energy we put into them, the more we seek proximity to them and the more 
patient we are with them, the more we will be able to gain from our creations.371

Act III
Has mere functionality disturbed the relationship between humans and their 
creations? Is it the contemporary imbalance between time, place and com-
munication that increases the deterioration of our intimate relationship with 
objects, and with each other?372 If our contemporary images promise to liberate 
us from the real world via the virtual world they introduce us to, do they still 
play a role in our relation with the real?

I would like to address two issues here.
The first concerns “the mad beast of use.”373 We live in a society oppressed 

by the measurable, the quantifiable.374 We have to be careful, for “when utility 



62 rules, adults lose something essential in the capacity to think; they lose the 
free curiosity that occurs in the open, felt-fingering space of play.”375 And as if 
‘measuring ourselves’ does not already create sufficient pressure in our lives, 
it seems we decide to evaluate our objects by the same measures. Our cre-
ations have to be functional, and if they aren’t functional, they at least have 
to make our lives seem more beautiful. Is function the only truth we believe 
in? Are function and beauty the only gain we expect from objects? Are we only 
attracted to an object when it fulfills the purpose of being ‘functional’ or ‘em-
bellishing’? By regarding all our creations – all our making – as consumption 
goods, we neither give them nor ourselves the chance to enrich our lives.376 We 
devour them before they get the chance to heal us; we do not let them speak. 
What is worse, and repulses me somehow, is that our consumer society has 
the tendency to address the object as a subject only when it needs something 
from people. When it turns out to be useful – comes in handy – to address the 
object accordingly. Buy me! Use me! Try me! Then, all of a sudden, we let the 
object speak with a human voice of its own. But many of our creations strike 
back with the durability through which they outlive us.377

(…) qui continueraient d’être. C’est la revanche des 
objets, pas de vie propre mais la vie dure. (…) Je 
tournais en rond dans l’appartement, encerclée par 
les objets, irritée par l’émoi dont ils étaient la cause 
dérisoire.

– Anne Philipe378

The second issue is not about the way we treat or create our creations, but 
about the link of images to the real; the kind of images we create. According 
to Belting many images today (TV, video, images of the virtual world) claim to 
“no longer refer to the real world; they promise instead to liberate us from it.” I 
quote Belting: “[t]he problem here is that pictures lose their authority the more 
they operate on a level of unreality that ignores our basic need for the real. We 
want to do more with images than merely to play with them, for (in secret, 
perhaps) we do still believe in the image. But the more the image serves a fic-
tion, the more it loses its authority as symbol.”379

What has then become of the primal function of the image; its role to give 
us a new presence for an absence – a presence we had lost?380

If our creations should have any purpose, should it not be healing? Is it not 
healing – whether measurable or not?

Postlude

Objects and subjects, being lost souls, who needs who? 
If the object is regarded as a foundling, then we are the ones who can find it; 

then it is the foundling who needs us.
But we are also torn. As humans we are searching for ways to patch up the 

ruptures that scarred us – at birth, through loss, and uncertainty.
Creating can be a way to deal with loss:381 “All sorrows can be borne if you put 



63them into a story or tell a story about them.”382 The creation has the power to 
become a cura posterior.383 But in order to find, one must search. Searching, and 
therefore also finding, presupposes curiosity and awards it: for finding leads 
to the thrill of discovery, a feeling of luck, as the requital to an ambiguously 
desperate, but hopeful search.384

A lucky finder?

The finder: he/she who remains unsettled when not finding himself/herself 
in anything. For he/she finds himself/herself to be the maker of nothing that 
surrounds him/her, and looks for change… in search of counterparts.

The finder: he/she who finds in images/objects a fellow being, whom he/she 
wouldn’t treat like an object either. He/She who finds out that images/objects are 
not simply at our service; they can be of service, if we engage with them fairly. If 
we do not, if we simply need them and use them, they remain out of service.

The finder: he/she who finds energy to act, interact and react directly via 
the body – which is to search hopefully and curiously, and to find tenderly and 
gratefully.

Finders keepers, losers weepers…385
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La plupart des marmots veulent surtout voir l’âme, 
les uns au bout de quelque temps d’exercice, les 
autres tout de suite. C’est la plus ou moins rapide 
invasion de ce désir qui fait la plus ou moins 
grande longévité du joujou. Je ne me sens pas le 
courage de blâmer cette manie enfantine : c’est 
une première tendance métaphysique. Quand ce 
désir s’est fiché dans la moelle cérébrale de l’enfant, 
il remplit ses doigts et ses ongles d’une agilité et 
d’une force singulières. L’enfant tourne, retourne 
son joujou, il le gratte, il le secoue, le cogne contre 
les murs, le jette par terre. De temps en temps il 
lui fait recommencer ses mouvements mécaniques, 
quelquefois en sens inverse. La vie merveilleuse 
s’arrête. (…) Mais où est l’âme? C’est ici que 
commencent l’hébétement et la tristesse.
Il y en a d’autres qui cassent tout de suite le joujou 
à peine mis dans leurs mains, à peine examiné ; et 
quant à ceux-là, j’avoue que j’ignore le sentiment 
mystérieux qui les fait agir. Sont-ils pris d’une colère 
superstitieuse contre ces menus objets qui imitent 
l’humanité, ou bien leur font-ils subir une espèce 
d’épreuve maçonnique avant de les introduire dans 
la vie enfantine ? – ‘Puzzling question !’ 

– Charles Baudelaire1
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Untitled (Mater/Flux)
Hannah Joris
2011
Pencil and India ink on paper
28 x 20,8 cm
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Work in progress
Hannah Joris
2011-2012
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A collaboration between Kristof Vrancken & Hannah 
Joris for the exhibition This is where they met, 
Munich 2013, part of Silke Fleischer’s ongoing 
Jewellery Sessions project

Putrescine [featuring the pendant Untitled  
(Cura Posterior III)]

Kristof Vrancken, Hannah Joris
2013
Photocredit: Kristof Vrancken





9Object & Subject:

Making, or The engagement 
between two beings

In this essay I would like to take time and space to reflect upon aspects of 
making which are also introduced and considered in the part Lost Souls. But it 
is here, that I will take the freedom to give a personal account of the issues at 
stake. I will therefore draw on my general experience as a maker, which has 
grown, deformed and reformed – forever fragmented – throughout the years.

The role of matter – of stuff – is essential in making. The fact that matter 
is physical and sensory however does not imply that making is transparent. 
In my opinion, making can be seen as the complex relationship between two 
subjects, rather than an unambiguous, transparent relationship between a 
superior, active subject (maker) and an inferior, passive object (the creation). I 
will concentrate on the making of three-dimensional objects, and more pre-
cisely objects suiting the scale of the human body. Those objects we can hold in 
our hands and press against our chest.2

The general experience of the maker is ‘fed’ by the whole of being human 
(of the human being, the maker),3 which consists of an endless amount of 
experiences: actions, memories, relationships, engagements, impressions, 
encounters, reflections, reactions, desires, energies, hopes, skills, tastes, pref-
erences, sensations, feelings, words, objects, images,4 organisms, materials, 
… gains and losses. The whole of these inputs and experiences, alongside the 
material’s characteristics become the common ground of maker and creation, 
creating a constant interplay with mutual influences.5 Since matter is energy 
and the body of the maker is “affectively ‘loaded,’ ‘charged,’ ‘cathectic,’” the 
dynamic act of making – a “bodily ‘working process’” – provides a transition 
of this cathexis,6 dynamij or transit power.7 It is because of this growing bond 
– the multiplying ties between both maker and creation – that they not only 
grow towards each other, but that the object also becomes a more independent 
subject, an entity of its own.8

The rise of the (a) second subject induces not only a particular bond, but a 
specific tension also. The position of the maker is shaken to its foundations, 
confronting the maker with his/her values, which consequently come into 
question. The power of the maker becomes reluctant, but the reluctance can 
be a source of candid actions and reactions.9 Because of material affordanc-
es10 and the gradually growing relationship between maker and creation, the 
matter and form of the object (subject) provide the maker with matter-of-fact 
responses.11 Through the time passing and the exchanges taking place, the 
engagement grows and trust is founded.12

In what follows, I will explore the ambivalent nature of creating as experi-
enced by the maker. We will look into, respectively, making as an exhausting 
process, what drives humans to create, the fluctuation of pleasure and pain 
inherent to making and the tension between destruction and construction.



10 Handkerchief & Chamois

In my experience making is strongly linked to loss, fragmentation, tracing, 
containment, transparency, enfolding and notions of fatigue, saturation and 
suffocation. Regardless of its outcome and without the intention to arouse any 
form of self-pity, I see the whole of making as a via dolorosa. Making con-
sists of spasmodic motion, oscillating between sensations of intense pleasure 
and alleviation, and intense pain and tension. This seems hardly surprising 
though, when considering that the dynamic nature of the visual oscillates 
between construction and destruction,13 and bearing in mind the contractions 
of the womb – the symbol of creation par excellence.14

Perhaps making itself – as a process, life and live experience – is as a simple 
‘hanky’ or ‘shammy’ – a handkerchief or chamois. The handkerchief and 
chamois remind of “the skin-as-map-principle,” bearing traces of (a) life.15

Skins, textiles and membranes function both as borders and as thresholds: 
they are simultaneously resistant and porous, and they absorb and exude.16 
In this process of taking in and letting go, the handkerchief and chamois as 
physical things are however subordinated to their purpose or their function 
as absorbing matter. The handkerchief, as a web, and the chamois, as a skin, 
absorb from one side and let fluids shine through to the other side – a pas-
sage takes place. The worn surfaces bear the symptoms of age, fatigue and 
exhaustion – without resistance there is no relieving and revealing passage.17 
As an end product they become a whole of smudged traces. Through time the 
endless task of absorbing, rubbing and wringing out excess fluids causes spots 
and holes to appear. A pathway from one side of the sheet to the other comes 
into being. The chamois becomes softer and suppler, spotted and stained. The 
growing holes can be mended or perhaps the owner will not be able to resist 
the seduction of the appearing tears, along which both the handkerchief and 
chamois can be torn in a straight line; quickly, sharply and definitely. Relief, 
alleviation. Perhaps, at a certain moment, the absorbing net has enough of 
catching tears, making transparent, holding leftovers, and clearing and clean-
ing human traces. Or maybe the endless movement of enfolding and uncov-
ering, containing and releasing, inflating and deflating, absorbing and drying 
out, and being removed from one dimension to the other, simply fatigues. The 
elasticity is strained and the flexibility has become exhausted: the making 
infolds upon itself.18 It sheds its final tear and breathes its last sigh.

Perhaps more than anything, somewhat paradoxical then, these notions of 
fatigue and ‘enough is enough’ (human limits? unavoidable lessons of life?) 
are at the core of making along with endless movement.19



11Roots & Loss

I would not dare say one creates out of frustration, anger or sorrow. However, I 
am convinced that the love of creating handmade objects can go hand in hand 
with the very condemnation of one’s own creations as a kind of reflective, 
vengeful – but therefore not necessarily unforgiving – response towards life. 
But the very origins of making, I believe, are rooted in loss; loss is the point 
of departure for the maker.20 Loss – the loss of faith, rather than frustration; 
the loss of trust and innocence, rather than anger; and the loss of hope, rather 
than sorrow; the loss of certainty, rather than doubt. Making might be the last 
constructive test of faith, trust and hope; its outcomes might be the ultimate 
traces of the maker’s slinking faith, vanishing trust and fading hope. Every 
(trace of) making, might be the last.

But not only making is rooted in loss, also humanity – being human – and 
the human condition are rooted in loss.21 From the very beginning we are con-
fronted with loss; our growth and our arrival in this life, on this world, simul-
taneously resonate new life and loss.22 Loss as change, loss as memory, loss as 
liberation, loss as void, loss as new life, loss as separation, loss as lack, loss as 
disappointment, loss as partner, loss as expression. Loss can strike us physically, 
emotionally, symbolically; personally, indirectly; gradually or suddenly. Yet, 
we create loss. Loss accumulates, accumulation creates loss;23 accumulated loss. 
In our attempts to surpass the limitations of the world – those binding human 
experiences of loss – we lose strengthening ties between one another and un-
dergo “loss of the world.”24 But we cannot and should not infold upon ourselves; 
resigning from action is renouncing human life.25 Losing grasp of a sense of 
reality and self, we must go in search of new ways to connect and to judge, to 
feel and to experience each other.26 Nonetheless, as humans, we have the ca-
pacity to create and begin again, once more and over again.27 Creating common 
ground is the way forward.28 Loss, perhaps paradoxically, stimulates creation 
in that sense that separation can bring about curiosity. Uncertain and unstable 
experiences can trigger a desire to explore beyond the known boundaries.29

It is in this cadence of creation and loss, of bringing to life and taking of 
life, that making is to be situated. Making can be considered as the oscillation 
between loss and gain that both maker and creation, subject and object, expe-
rience throughout the course of (their) making.





13Pleasure & Pain:

The joy of making? (Making as tempering)

To temper is to soften or moderate (to temper 
justice with mercy), but it can also mean the 
exact opposite: to harden or toughen something 
(tempering steel; a body tempered by lifting 
weights).30

Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight 
thing was ever made.

Immanuel Kant, 1724–1804.

Making: there is good news and there is bad news. Usually one starts with the 
bad news, to then end on a positive note. However, I will do the opposite, since 
in my experience of making a ‘happy end’ is seldom the outcome -it is simply 
not how I perceive reality and the role of making.

In making, one creates a journey for oneself. By making, the maker con-
structs both a pathway to follow and one to complete. Having such a personal 
‘lifeline,’ the maker finds himself/herself prodded to look ahead, nudged into 
(re) action and in doing so he/she can count on the creations that mark the 
path behind him/her. The creation functions as a supportive marker, or in 
Sennett’s words “like a buoy at sea,”31 and at times it can even signify a turn-
ing point in the life of the maker. The journey of making is a life’s journey – it 
is alive and it is live. This, to me, is the most crucial aspect about making. It is 
stimulating to feel this ‘social current’ flow throughout Sennett’s The Crafts-
man. The red line throughout the following thoughts is based on aspects of 
making with a “social reflection” that Sennett raises in his book.32

Good news: making tempers.

In my experience, where drawing – physically, with matter on matter, directly 
via the body – and creating objects – once again: physically, with matter on/
in/through matter, and directly via the body – are at the core of my contact 
with making, immediacy is essential. It is not only fundamental in the bodily 
and mental/spiritual experience of making, between the material at hand 
and myself (the whole of being human), but also within the created itself. 
For example, certain materials allow to be interacted with far more immedi-
ately than others, requiring few tools or basic tools, or even none at all. I am 
thinking of materials such as soft clay, malleable wax, prepared skins, etc. 
…33 Some materials also give rise to specific processes without the input of a 
maker, which is the case for naturally quickly decaying materials such as root 
vegetables. The experience of such immediacy, familiar to our sense of touch, 
brings about particular transitions34 and transformations.

The directness of the dialogue between matter and maker35 – the directness 
of touch – is a “grey zone”36 consisting of and bringing about potentialities.37 



14 It is in and because of directness that invisible aspects of being human and of 
human understanding become visible.38 Dialogue can only be direct. Through 
the immediacy of the encounter between two ever-evolving subjects, between 
bodily energy and substantial energy,39 and matter and feeling, expression 
comes about before understanding. The immediacy is a requirement for the 
insight into the purpose of our symbolic experiences and actions, which be-
come apparent in the material transformations we intuitively generate with 
our hands.40 The immediacy of making proves fertile ground for indulging in 
understanding, since it is through the engagement in action that we can bring 
about meaning to human life.41

Dialogues are not static and no dialogue is ever the same. Throughout the 
engagement between maker and matter, the dialogue between the two evolves 
as the common ground becomes firmer through the multiplying experiences it 
is rooted in. Dialogue is mutual, and subjects change. In the rhythm of mak-
ing, between matter and maker, repetition and limitations, identification and 
differentiation, skill, experience and the guidance of affordances, the dialogue 
can merge the two subjects into one. The distinction between internal and 
external images becomes blurry for the maker and he/she experiences “being 
as a thing.”42 Making, originating from play,43 also parallels it. Just as one can 
lose oneself in play, one can also experience this absorption in making when 
imagination, self and matter blend. It is this becoming one with matter – we 
are ‘but’ matter ourselves44 – which creates a particular thrill. In this flow 
of energy and through the joy of the sensory, we become exhilarated by the 
material potentials and the metamorphoses taking place within the matter45 
and within ourselves. The merging between thing and maker can go further 
than a state of mind and material dialogue. I suggest there is also a merging 
in feeling and faith; the “inner life”46 of the maker and ‘spirit of matter,’47 unite 
in the “grey zone” I spoke of earlier.48 In this union curiosity is answered by 
surprise, as engagement is answered by the finding of a counterpart that one 
can take care of.

The wonder of finding by chance gives rise to a particular energy49 and 
unlocks an irrational faith in making.50 The maker is rewarded for his/her 
engagement with matter and commitment to making,51 or shall I say his/her 
faith in matter and making. The reward of wonder is both material and im-
material. On the one hand material potentialities are discovered and shared 
with the maker, and on the other hand these material possibilities result in 
meaning and feeling. The object, the actions, tools and materials involved in 
making reflect ideas and concerns, feelings and expressions, which have ma-
tured throughout the very act of making. The possibility to communicate via 
matter, via objects, gives the maker a meaningful purpose to continue the dia-
logue with matter. There is undoubtedly truth in the pagan Roman belief “that 
the work of one’s hands can reveal much about the soul”52 and in Immanuel 
Kant’s observation that “[t]he hand is the window on to the mind.”53 The maker 
is revealed through both what he/she does and does not make.54 The material 
reality and tacit knowledge can awaken self-consciousness and awareness 
within the maker, driving him/her to take a critical attitude towards his/her 
making. In other words, the affinity with the tangible, which derives from 



15making, can serve as an anchor in material reality.55 According to Richard 
Sennett, seeing possibilities within material life has the potential to help us 
find solutions in social life. The human capabilities that come to the surface 
in making are also valuable in the building of human relationships.56 But one 
must be inclined to see the solutions and one must be willing to build constructive 
human relationships.

I am convinced that engagement with matter enables our ability to judge 
values in a way that language cannot.57 More specifically, the engagement 
with images and the handling of objects can lead to the discovery of truths by 
judging through the senses. In other words, both making and the confronta-
tion with images and objects have lessons on life to teach us. In making, one 
is helped to cope with uncertainties and to come to terms with limitations of 
oneself, with the shortcomings of being human. Since making involves failure 
and self-criticism it can encourage the maker to engage actively in reflect-
ing on one’s limits.58 It can stimulate the maker to struggle and be resistant 
to failure. This can help one relieve tensions by realizing that “daring to fail 
evinces a certain strength.”59 We could then speak of “salutary failure,” since 
“failure can temper [us]; it can teach a fundamental modesty even if that 
virtue is gained at great pain. (…) God disciplines humanity through showing 
us what we cannot do.”60 Making and the identification with the individuality 
of a handmade object, can give human imperfection a constructive place in 
life.61 Here, as in the liminality of the matrixial borderspace, between visible/
graspable and invisible/ungraspable, limits become thresholds for symbolic 
experiences: the “liminal zone between problem finding and problem solving” 
helps us learn from ambiguity.62

Not only does making prove helpful on a personal level, making also has a 
lesson to teach us on social cooperation. In making, our body naturally finds 
a balance between the different body-parts and between the body, tools and 
matter at hand. Inequalities between the different elements are reconciled by 
giving the weaker partners a helping hand.63 In my view, this reconciling of 
inequalities is doubled for the object-maker. On the one hand there is a bodily 
reconciliation, and on the other hand there is the object, which throughout the 
process of making and destructing, can become the maker’s counterpart, and 
vice versa.64 Void was their beginning, loss their common ground and uncer-
tainty their mutual partner. In doubt they shaped one another, and in trust 
they bonded.

Bad news: making tempers.

If making parallels play, then the ‘body of rules’ to be followed – the discipline, 
is countered by both the freedom and need to create and experiment.65 But to 
truly understand the rules and, by extension, the game, one must undergo 
experience. In this regard, Sennett speaks of “the willingness to experiment 
through error” and “the commitment to truthfulness.” One has to be willing to 
commit error and to recognize one’s mistakes.66 Growing in making, as in life, 
happens through trial and error. Even though making teaches one about the 
acceptance of human limits, the effect of making can also be the emphasis 



16 of personal failure.67 In making, we are confronted with loss, limits, fear and 
irrational hope. Material possibilities and their expressive potentialities can 
also be at odds with pleasure; pain might be the most memorable amongst the 
various experiences of making.

In the maker’s quest for truth – whether material, technical, formal, dis-
ciplinary, personal, ethical, social, relational, human- the discovery of new 
truths inevitably brings about new loss. The faith in making is constantly put 
to the test by the failures the maker comes across, the anxiety material abun-
dance results in and the uncertainties arising from the reverse side of the con-
structive human: that self-destructive Self, present in each and every one of us. 
No matter how hard we try to overcome it, the self-destructive, in my view, is 
present in nearly everything we do. The fear for the self-destructive is one of the 
permanent human losses dealt with in making. For, in fact, every creation has 
the potential to harm the maker. There are various ways in which making proves 
to be related to the self-destructive. Richard Sennett gives a comprehensive and 
thought-provoking overview of the relationship between self-inflicted harm 
and material invention in his book The Craftsman. He speaks of the dangers of 
making related to the thirst for knowledge as suggested in the Greek myth of 
Pandora and sets out to defend the constructive abilities of material invention. 
Sennett argues that “thinking and feeling are contained with the process of 
making” and can help us counter the destructive.68 I both agree and disagree.

In the spontaneous commitment of making, the maker might take the 
responsibility and ‘ode of truthfulness’ so seriously, that he/she loses the 
pleasure of making. By pushing the limits of the engagement and honesty, one 
not only loses oneself in making, but also loses the very joy in making. The 
moment I started looking for a confronting and healing bond between maker and 
object, and object and viewer/beholder wearer, I destroyed a certain beauty, plea-
sure and innocence in the act of making. Has all the healing that making had to 
offer us vanished? In how far then, is pleasure an essential aspect of making?69

If we look at the material and technical aspects of making, they too might 
show us the less bright side of making. Truthfully choosing materials and 
techniques, the maker does not always find ways to reflect upon values or to 
accept his/her own imperfections. Acknowledging or even emphasizing the 
truthfulness of materials, though honest,70 might also refer to a pessimistic 
or critical identification depending on the nature of the material. What does 
it mean to identify with the fragmented, the sewn, the cut or the decaying?71 If 
personal traces of the maker on the object testify his/her presence, then the 
fragmented can be seen as an underlining of the maker’s shortcomings: “I 
exist”72 becomes “I am faulty” or “I cannot accept.” In the object, the maker 
persists in the destructive course of life. Is making then voluntary repentance, 
for the wrongdoings of mankind, for the sin of material creation?

In my opinion, making is bittersweet. At times it is a slow and silent destruc-
tion of oneself or of fragments of oneself. Making is neither pain nor pleas-
ure; but perhaps it is painful pleasure rather than pleasurable pain. In other 
words, making is tempering: both in the sense of tempering as softening, 
as in the sense of tempering as hardening. The maker finds himself/herself 



17caught between the belief in making as healing on the one hand and mak-
ing as harming on the other hand. “Befriending [this] ambiguity,” learning to 
work with this resistance is part of making.73 And so the handkerchief-chamois 
of making continues: absorbing, erasing, rejecting, contracting, unwinding and 
tracing until the rhythm becomes too tiresome. It can shed tears, but it cannot 
undo its wrinkles and stains.

“To do and to suffer are like opposite sides of the same coin,” writes Han-
nah Arendt, “and the story that an act starts is composed of its consequent 
deeds and sufferings.” Even though we are not the authors or producers of our 
own life story, we are its actor and sufferer. But as makers, we are the produc-
ers of our objects, and as users, we are the authors of the object’s life story.74 In 
what follows, I will investigate the maker’s responsibility as producer and the 
object’s role as actor-sufferer.





19Destruction & Empathy:75

Care, Condemnation & Culpability 
(Counteracting the Counterpart)

As though the object has not suffered enough.

If making indeed parallels play, then – bearing in mind Baudelaire’s Le morale 
du joujou – making also involves destruction and deception. According to 
Georges Didi-Huberman, the tension between opening and closing, between 
construction and destruction, is inherent to the realm of images. In order to 
access the image, it is even necessary to take part in this dynamic process of 
the image. It is however a fine line, between the destruction ending in loss 
and destruction resulting in gain.76 It might then seem somehow out of place 
to speak of destruction in the line of making. Or perhaps it is even insensi-
tive to consider harm alongside my view of the maker and the created as the 
relationship between mother and child.77 However, the maker and his/her 
creations have a history of destruction,78 as do images and mankind.79 It can 
even be said that an “element of destruction and violence is present in all fab-
rication, and homo faber, the creator of the human artifice, has always been a 
destroyer of nature.”80

Could the very creation of fragments, the fragmenting of one’s carefully 
crafted creations, provide another perspective on the pact between the maker 
and his/her work?

The maker whispers to its creation: What you are, whole, we were. What we are, 
fragmented, you will become.81

Created intimately by its maker, but also wounded by that same maker, the 
fragmented object suffers a radical transition. Fragmenting one’s creations 
might be considered as an initiation for the created to enter the world beyond 
the hands of the maker.82 Through the deliberate act of perfecting by delicately 
and compassionately wounding the self-made, handmade object, the maker 
prepares his/her counterpart for the confrontation with reality.83 Fragment-
ing then becomes an attempt to arm the object against the bitter truths it will 
inevitably encounter (amongst which, the careless, unengaged consumer?). Is 
this the strength of the fragmented? Will it be hurt less, if it received an injection 
of uncertainty the moment it was born and never knew the ‘perfect state’? Or will 
it merely be hurt differently; will the pain be of a different intensity? Is fragmen-
tation – the fragmented state – then just a variation of ‘true life’?84 Can one ever 
be prepared for ‘real life’?85

Thus, the fragmentation of an object by its maker could be considered as a 
sign of care and affection. It is an anticipated act of care, protection and em-
pathy for what will come. The worried mother feels and fights the loosening 
control over the child. It is impossible to protect your creations from all you have 
experienced and will experience yourself. In this sense, the act of fragmenting 



20 – of lovingly and controllably bruising – is a way of preparing for the split that 
will follow between maker and creation: the loss of both the physical bond 
and the control over the making process. Every trace the maker leaves might 
be the final interaction.

What is the best or ‘healthiest’ for the ‘novice in life’: protecting it from or 
confronting it with harsh reality? “Qu’il ne souffre pas, qu’il ne sache pas...”86 The 
maker is torn between hiding and revealing the truth to the object, just as im-
ages linger between these actions in communicating with us.87 The maker de-
structs his/her objects as a matter of protecting, but also of projecting. After all, 
anticipated protection can be regarded as a sign of the maker’s personal loss 
of faith in a ‘better real,’ or stronger still, as predestined condemnation of the 
course of life awaiting the object. With every hurt object – and thus hurt body – I 
create, I also confirm my personal disbelief in improvement. This stance towards 
life and the destiny of one’s own creations reflects an ambiguous approach to-
wards creative action itself. To me the very act of making implies responsibility, 
it requires honesty and it involves truth. Making is not an innocent action.88 We 
are responsible for everything we ‘put on this earth.’89 We cannot foresee the fate 
of all new beginnings; the consequences of our making may be beneficial, but 
they can be harmful as well. The responsibility lies on our shoulders, and ours 
only. This awareness brings about a sense of guilt within the maker. Destruct-
ing one’s objects is also a way of punishing oneself for the sin of making.90

Des faiseurs d’idoles ont été admis dans les ordres 
sacrés de l’Église. Ô crime ! Les juifs n’ont trempé 
qu’une fois leurs mains dans le sang du Sauveur. 
Eux, ils déchirent son corps tous les jours. Ô mains 
sacrilèges qu’il faudrait couper ! À ces impies de 
savoir maintenant si c’est par figure qu’il a été dit : 
‘Si votre main est pour vous un sujet de scandale, 
coupez-la.’ Et quelles mains méritent plus d’être 
coupées que celles qui chaque jour scandalisent le 
corps de Jésus-Christ ? 

– Tertullian91

Probably it makes good sense for humans to be in search of counterparts and 
most likely the maker has his/her reasons for creating companions/comple-
ments. But what if that which has been put on earth does not want to be in this 
life? Does not want to be amongst humans and make choices? For the maker 
knows, that sooner or later, the object will be hurt. Eventually also, the maker’s 
attempts to protect the object will be proven vain. Since the maker is largely 
responsible for the existence of the object, creation is accompanied with culpa-
bility. Or vice versa as Gilles Deleuze, inspired by Primo Levi, suggests: that the 
shame of being human (“la honte d’être un homme”) is a motive for creating…92

Perhaps the attempts to protect the object were more an attempt to protect 
the self? Or were they an effort to cry out the force of the unintended destructive 
consequences of material creation, human self-destruction and one’s fear for 
both?93 Maybe injecting objects with uncertainty (‘self,’ in a sense) is a way for the 



21maker to evade future blame? Surely, the maker has his/her own share in the 
damage the object experiences. The creator made the object and fragmented it, 
for better or for worse… In how far is the maker to be blamed? To which extent 
is he/she complicit in the wrongdoings the object gets involved in? Marie-José 
Mondzain writes: “Je réponds haut et clair: (…) l’image n’est coupable de rien.”94 
The image is not guilty, but we are. Hurting ‘the other’ – the deliberate ‘weak-
ening’ of the object, through fragmentation or the use of vulnerable matter – , 
whether intended or unintended, might be ‘even less innocent’ then. The de-
structing of another subject even when rooted within the best intentions, most 
honest feelings and true experiences, might be only a few steps away from 
making the other suffer in order to enhance the other’s understanding, endure 
life together and ease the pain of the self. But understanding cannot be imposed. 
Moreover, by fragmenting we do not give the object a chance; we do not allow 
it the freedom to experience a carefree life. We imprison the object: through its 
bruised condition it is forever caught up into a wretched state of being.95 Does 
this destruction then demonstrate – besides a loss of hope – a lack of tolerance 
and empathy from the maker’s side?96 Are we seeking to differentiate ourselves 
from the object for the sake of self-preservation?97 Are we sacrificing the object 
for our own healing?98 Or stronger still, does fragmentation reflect a revenge 
on life, to be shared with the counterpart – the object as witness?99 Or does 
the alliance between making and deconstructing prove the contrary: a spar-
kle of hope; faith in the relationship between human and object and belief in 
improvement thanks to the object? And is this then perhaps a valid reason for 
creating, for ‘putting on this earth’; for ‘filling up’ the accumulated emptiness 
left behind by the many losses in life? What right do we have to create ( fel-
low-sufferers); what gives us the right to create (partners in misfortune)?

More often than not, we take a right before it has been granted. And also 
in creating, this tendency shows. As we incessantly fill up the folds of the 
world, not giving it a chance to develop wrinkles, one could wonder wheth-
er ‘righteous making’ is even a possibility.100 On the one hand, seen from a 
self-centered, vengeful and negatively destructive point of view, the maker 
turns into an arrogant god, a ruthless decision-maker. This view reminds of 
the iconoclastic criticism of imagery; who do we think we are, what strengths 
do we claim to have in putting ourselves in the position of a god, a creator of 
life?101 If the maker’s view on life is a hopeless one, how dare he/she give birth 
to objects to partake in his/her misery? On the other hand, this negative view 
takes a turn if we think of the care one can put into making and the affective 
and sensible reasons for which the maker decides to fragment his/her cre-
ations. Even though faulty at times, the maker then can ‘at least’ be consid-
ered a responsible ‘god’ (father, mother, guardian), who takes upon himself/
herself the duty of caring and guiding the sorrowful, but persistent existence 
of the fragmented object.102 The maker chooses to be confronted with this call 
and to share this confrontation with others through his/her creations. The 
maker provides himself/herself with a counterpart, but instinctively engages 
in a lifelong caretaking commitment, no matter which direction the child’s 
decisions and experiences take him/her. The maker does not take responsibili-
ty; the maker has the responsibility, he/she is responsible.103



22 And the creation made of organic matter whispers to its maker: What you are, 
we were. What we are, you will become.

I would conclude that the maker’s strong notion of loss, scars his/her creations 
with doubt; uncertainty is cast upon them all. The maker feels that mankind 
wanders the earth for creating new beginnings and not merely for awaiting 
death.104 But the maker bewails the unavoidability of the encounter with loss 
in human life in every object he/she bears; in every new life he/she brings 
about. The maker believes in action; he/she acts and interacts through mak-
ing and tries hard to bring about new energy, hope and protection through 
the making of objects and the caring fragmentation, piercing and stitching 
of these ‘newborns.’ But the maker is aware that preparatory pain is not a 
guarantee for a trouble-free life and that destructing the immaculate does not 
destroy the dream of the whole; the desire for the faultless lives on.105

The maker experiences doubt in making, but also ‘imports’ it from his/
her personal life experience – through human relations, the course of mortal 
life and the events and changes (mutations?) in contemporary society. The 
maker feels the daunting role of doubt, the spell it casts upon us and senses 
the importance of counteracting. The maker is caught up in a pulse between 
awareness and un-decidedness, of which the fragments are the outcome. 
Awareness of the necessity of confrontation, responsibility and unavoidability, 
in combination with the lingering between end and beginning, hope and the 
loss thereof, are the trembling rhythm of making… Hopeful and hopeless at 
the same time, making entails doubt and ambivalence.106 My hope as a maker 
is that although bruised – because bruised – the fragmented objects can at least 
count on empathy (with them and with us, through them) and help us judge, 
compassionately, in life.

Now is your hour to draw your breath, but oh,
How can I let you go
Yet hold you so.

– Marvyn Peake107
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Between Ouverture and 
Couverture, Disclosure and Closure1

Dissections: Six sections in action.
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See and destroy, discover and be destroyed,
in the same movement.

– Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger2





5Introduction

Giving life, Taking life – Bringing to life, Coming to life

“It can be argued that pictures of dissections are the clearest example of the 
desire to see through or into anything, whether it is a body, or – by metaphor-
ical extension – an idea,” writes James Elkins in Cut Flesh, the third chapter of 
his book Pictures of the Body. Pain & Metamorphosis. Elkins considers dissec-
tion as “one of the most apt metaphors for the experience of intense, directed 
thinking or seeing.” Notions of piercing through, of penetration are inherent to 
seeing, but the very roots of these notions are to be found in “the fundamental 
desire (or fear) of seeing through the skin.” Elkins remarks that many meth-
ods used by artists to construct bodies find their parallel in the ways doctors 
disassemble – destruct – bodies.3

The following six actions all deal with this peculiar – or uncanny, to use a 
more sophisticated term – union between construction and deconstruction. 
Through these actions we will investigate the pulsating character of the image 
(object, artwork), which can be considered as an energetic movement between 
opening and closing, between disclosing and concealing. According to Georges 
Didi-Huberman, we face images as ‘strange things’ (étranges choses) that open 
and close themselves to our senses (sens). He here uses the word sense in both 
meanings of the word: as referring to sensations, that which we can perceive 
with our senses, but also in the sense of meaning, what is understood by the 
intellect. In this regard, Didi-Huberman speaks of a disquieting strangeness 
(inquiétante étrangeté) inherent to images.4 We have no choice but to open if we 
want to see inside. Opening may imply the fatiguing and confronting actions 
of tearing, bruising, pushing and pulling. I we really want to see the world, 
we will have to live and deal with this contradiction.5 This endless oscillation 
echoes the pulsation we experience in our own bodies: the throbbing and 
freezing of our blood, the pain and pleasure of being human – being body and 
soul, the thrill and fear of being conscious beings…6 For this reason I will let 
the body slip and slide throughout the actions investigated here.

I am here concerned with the need of opening in order to see and know, which 
goes hand in hand with the need of closing – couverture, covering – in order to 
bear what has been opened and to care for it.7 It is about creating, bringing to 
life, building a world to call ours.8 It is about giving new form to old matter. It is 
about the intimate role between construction and destruction, where one can-
not proceed without the other. Making choices always involves elimination. 
Giving form does too. 

My intention is to let this vicious circle between opening and closing shine 
through in the sequence of the six actions below. Three types of ‘nodes’ mark 
the path flowing through these six actions, namely: tears, folds and knots. The 
path starts with opening caused through rupturing tears – to be understood 
in both senses of the word. From there, the path winds towards closure. At 
first, this closure only occurs slowly and temporarily, through softly healing 
folds, to then be succeeded by increasingly tense forms of bandaging, such as 



6 in fastening knots. Finally, the path forms a loop, ending in tears – patches of 
tears, stitches mending the scattered tears we left off with, which both swell 
and disappear in the folds and knots covering them.

In one’s hands, giving one’s life

If images close and open as our bodies do, this implies that images not only 
resemble us, but also behave like us – act like us. The image does not simply 
imitate our body; it makes visible the changes we go through. Therefore the 
image, in its opening and closing, can be considered an action, an event, and a 
process of alteration in which the body takes part and through which it is even 
set into motion.9 In this view, image and movement are inseparable, which, 
in my opinion, makes way for a ‘lively’ approach to the discussions of actions 
I am confronted with in my work. My focus here is on those actions recurring 
in my own work. 

All actions have implications.10 Setting something into motion brings  
about change. 

In this part, which consists of six sections, I will investigate the 
expressiveness of actions in making. My conviction is that actions are not 
neutral. Our actions have meaning. Richard Sennett has argued that tech-
nique has an immediate link to expression even though “[it] has a bad name; 
it can seem soulless.”11

I have chosen to speak of actions rather than – but not necessarily as op-
posed to – techniques. Action, to me at least, relates more directly and gener-
ally to human life and interaction with our surroundings.12 I here understand 
action as the immediate reactions to those surroundings. These reactions 
mostly imply inborn, intuitive – visceral – reflexes rather than the individual 
skills acquired through the progressive and methodological learning processes 
of techniques. I am aware of the fact that the developing of techniques is far 
more complex than I may make it appear here, but I will not dwell upon the 
topic here.13 I believe our approach to making is related to the way in which 
we approach our surroundings, and vice versa.14 Or shall I say, our actions in 
making are correlated to the way we feel comfortable to approach the world, to 
touch objects, interact with others and mold ourselves.

In order to stop the bleeding, we dab the wound.
In order to see the inside, we cut open.
In order to hide the scar, we cover.
In order to know what lies below, we lift up.
In order to protect, we hide and wrap.
In order to breathe, we undo.
Moreover, to be sincere, many actions in my own making require less skill 

than empathy, more empathy than skill – or even empathy rather than skill. 
Skill is present, but has developed through empathy and patience: cutting, 
tearing, tracing, impressing, wrapping, twisting, wringing, stitching, patch-
ing up and piercing are all actions known to us through life experience.15 The 
tools I reach for enable direct action and intimate contact between maker and 
matter: cutter (utility knife), needle, saw, pin, container (pot), file, brush, hook 
and hammer are present in our lives as though they have always been part 



7of it. The materials I use relate to the human body. Some remind of pleasant 
experiences of warmth, shelter and understanding (skins, wax), while other 
materials evoke unpleasant experiences of pain, fear and uncertainty (iron 
pins and needles, surgical thread). Some materials are experienced as part 
of the body itself (skin), other materials are preferably kept at a safe distance 
from the body (pins), whereas some may be part of the body – incorporated – 
for a short moment in time (potatoes, threads). 

To me this directness – immediacy – that the actions, tools and materi-
als16 above allow is essential. And perhaps their directness to me, not only as 
a maker, but also as a human being, is why I prefer to speak of ‘action’ rather 
than technique. Perhaps it is then not even necessary to mention that the 
Dutch translation of ‘to act’ is ‘handelen’ – ‘handling,’ manipulating; all words 
whose origin lies in manus, the hand…17

(…) des statues. De temps en temps, fascinés 
par de belles idées, nous nous acharnons sur 
elles, les décharnons, écorchons, décortiquons, 
déchiquetions.

– Michel Serres18
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The Savior
Quirizio da Murano
fl. 1460-1478
Tempera and oil on panel
87 x 114 cm
Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Cutting/Peeling/Tearing
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Detail of Lamentation over the Dead Christ
Carlo Crivelli
1473
Tempera on panel
Cattedrale di Sant’Emidio, Capella del 

Sacramento,Ascoli Piceno



10

Drops of blood, Egerton Manuscript 
ca. 1490
British Library
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Man of Sorrows surrounded by instruments of the 
Passion, Egerton Manuscript

ca. 1490
British Library
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Untitled (vera icon)
Hannah Joris
2012
Pencil on paper
29,5 x 20,3 cm
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Untitled (Vulnus)
Hannah Joris
2011
Pencil on paper
29,6 x 21 cm
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Study of a hand
Hannah Joris
2010
Manioc (cassava)
10,5 x 6 x 6 cm
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Off the Sedes (Stigmata)
Hannah Joris
2010
Manioc (cassava), flax thread, iron
44 x 6 x 5,5 cm
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Study of a foot (fragment)
Hannah Joris
2010
White yam
7 x 6,5 x 2,5 cm
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Cura I (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
59 x 12,5 x 7 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Study of a foot (bone) II
Hannah Joris
2010
White yam
9 x 5 x 3,5 cm



19Cutting / Peeling / Tearing

The Weeping Flesh

This first action concerns my first – and often also last – step to matter. 
Tears.
(Loss, sadness, guilt, empathy, longing, suffering, lost souls.) 
In our need for healing, we desire to be mended and search for cures. I 

consider both body and matter as steady bases offering powerful possibilities. 
More specifically, amongst those potentials of body and matter, I see images, 
objects and artworks as occupying a soothing role. But how can we access 
body and matter? 

Healing presupposes the presence of a wound, preferably a fresh one, 
which is clean and open, ready to be treated and closed. For the wound must 
be cleansed before every closure, otherwise it cannot be cared for. But also the 
protective bandage and the cleansing cloth must be refreshed. And at times, to 
be truly healed, the wound must be cut deeper. It must be investigated pro-
foundly and cleansed thoroughly.

Tears.

Past Skin

Our bodies are enfolded by skin. Skin protects us and enables us to experience 
our surroundings. It is via the skin that we get in touch with others. Our first 
and most intimate contacts are established in moments of touching. Both 
pleasurable and painful contact is experienced through the touching of skin. 
Skin is the ‘contact maker’ par excellence.19

Even though the skin forms a border between ‘I’ and the world, we cannot 
speak of any sharp boundaries of the skin itself. The boundaries of the skin we 
perceive are ephemeral; the skin does not end at the orifices of the body, it simply 
infolds.20 Our skin does not fully exclude ‘I’ from its surroundings. A quote from 
Elkins’s book can make this point clear: “A vagina is not only a pocket within a 
body … but also an extension of the world, a small cul-de-sac of the world outside 
the body.” It is in this context that James Elkins speaks of the skin’s “impending 
tragedy of failed containment.”21 At these openings of the body, where the skin 
makes an awkward turn inwards or outwards, we experience our uneasiness 
with dissection. We have great difficulties coming to terms with the opened 
body.22 That uncomfortable back and forth while stealing glances of the opened 
body, where fascination and fear accompany one another, also takes place when 
we are confronted with the wounded body. What should remain closed suddenly 
opens up to us; what seemed to be safely contained in the enfoldings of our skin 
suddenly pours out, uncontrollably.23 The body starts to weep.24

Tears.

Wound and Vulva: The pleasures of the Flesh

The touching of skin involves the experience of both painful and pleasant 
stimuli. Along with their ability to nauseate us, the openings of the skin have 
the ability to create a beneficial expression too. 



20 A great deal of the pleasure of making, for me, lies within the pleasure of 
dealing with matter – flesh. Making enables the pleasure to feel, to sense – to 
smell, to touch, to taste, to hear, to see – and therefore to experience the com-
ing to life out of the formless. This parallel experience of becoming, of growing 
and exchanging with the creation, gives us the possibility to experience the 
bodily sensations beyond one’s own body and empowers us to manipulate 
flesh other than our own…

The potential to cut off to discover.
The possibility to peel away to form anew.
The choice to tear apart to recover. 
It is no mystery, this close friendship between the haunting and the exciting 

opening that our vulnerable bodies are capable of. Etymologically the words 
‘wound’ – vulnus – and ‘vulva’ are related.25 This close link is visible in diverse 
images,26 as in representations of Christ’s side wound. Scholars such as Caroline 
Walker Bynum have demonstrated the parallels between the wound of Christ 
and the breast of Mary.27 What the body weeps from its openings does not nec-
essarily have to be regarded as a repulsive loss of fluids. According to Bynum’s 
reading, in medieval religion all bodily fluids were regarded as related to blood 
and bleeding was seen as cleansing.28 Thus the blood shed from Christ’s wound 
could be seen as the nourishing milk of Mary’s breast. In medieval religion, the 
‘humanation’ of God was often understood as ‘enfleshing’29 and “this humanity 
was, above all, Christ’s physicality, his corporality, his being-in-the-body-ness; 
Christ’s humanity was Christ’s body and blood.”30 The vulnerable body – our 
suffering – is what makes us human and unites us. The fact that Christ’s flesh 
too was vulnerable and did womanly things, such as bleeding, feeding and 
giving birth, led to the opportunity – particularly for women – to identify with 
Christ through one’s flesh.31 Flesh and blood gain in connotations with salvation 
rather than damnation. Plunging into Christ’s side wound then becomes a jour-
ney into the procreating womb rather than the damaging wound.32

Tears of joy.

The joy of rotting

Despite the continuous opening and closing inherent to the image, the opened 
flesh in the image remains visibly and tangibly torn. As a maker I experience a 
discrepancy between what is drawn torn and what is made torn. More specifi-
cally I would here like to briefly address the use of organic matter in my work.

In working with organic matter – root vegetables, animal skins – the 
sensation of the living skin and flesh is never far away. Treating such ma-
terials – cutting, peeling and tearing them – one truly comes to discover the 
sensuality not only of skin and flesh, but stronger still, the seductiveness of 
their vulnerability. Just below the smooth, translucent appearance of the skin 
lies the tender – tearful – flesh, and just ‘beyond the veil’ of both lies their 
natural ability to disintegrate. I would dare speak of the delicious delicacy of 
the organic:33 with a will of its own, organic matter intrigues us by making us 
witness degradation on a small scale. Or in Didi-Huberman’s words, we could 
say organic matter “possesses a viscosity, a sort of activity and intrinsic force, 
which is a force of metamorphism.”34 We are able to imagine how its life will 



21proceed, for it is living matter with roots closer to those of our own, with a 
relation to time echoing the (life-) time we know, delineating a cycle of endless 
beginning and end. Interacting with organic matter nevertheless remains an 
encounter with unpredictable behavior; the organic resists full capture.35 The 
parchment suddenly starts to split into fine layers, the potato dries out and 
wrinkles, or merely shrinks and molds, bringing about new life and stimu-
lating all our senses. I consider this material behavior a relief, enabling the 
maker to renounce from certain decisions. But to me working with organic 
matter is also fueled by the desire to grasp – to understand, to make some 
sense of – the human condition: to be confronted with it through the non-hu-
man and through what can be held in our hands. Organic matter demands 
to be handled with care; it is fragile, it is sensitive and is always ‘receptive’ to 
its surroundings. Organic matter is reactive and prone to change just like the 
human body is. Because of its lability and ability to ‘resemble excessively,’ it is 
insistent; the organic is vulgar and pushes us towards discomfort and crisis.36 
Organic matter is resistant, insistent and persistent. I believe it has a lesson to 
teach us, which is, perhaps to “be on friendly terms with yourself, even with 
your body”37 and to gain better understanding of our own actions – of the 
things we inflict upon each other.38

Guilt and Guidance

But of course, in slicing, in cutting, in wounding, in letting perish, there is 
always hesitation. Tears of sorrow. Opening implies hard work, labor, in the 
sense that it is a process which unfolds fertility – the labor of giving birth 
(tears of joy) – and which imposes exhaustion and destruction – the labor of 
agony (tears of sorrow).39 Opening, says Georges Didi-Huberman, is ruining and 
making thrive (déflorer et faire fleurir).40 In opening, we are confronted with 
the disquieting that hides just behind the familiar. The opening of images thus 
follows a cruel logic: we must look inside in order to understand and we must 
open in order to look inside, but in order to open, we must destruct. And in our 
act of opening, of destructing, we destroy – desire alternates with destruc-
tion.41 In cutting the object, I have perhaps destroyed (part of) its soul? Has the 
object become a sacrifice for my desire to see and understand? 

Coupable – cut-able and culpable:42 actions of fragmenting find themselves 
either in company of or followed by a feeling of guilt. If we have wounded 
something, are we then not responsible for seeing to its wounds also?43 If the 
pulsating tension inherent to the image intrigues us and if we want to con-
tinue the journey of opening and closing, we will have to make the pulsation 
possible. Opening is only possible there where we find closure, and vice versa.44 
If we drive the opening too far, too deep, the danger exists that we might kill 
what lies below the skin and resides in the depths of the flesh. Perhaps that 
is why wounds resemble the open mouth, crying out their pain and calling 
for help.45 The tearing object lying in our hands becomes one great wound and 
cries out to us: “Why do you tear me from myself?”46

I cannot accept my objects to suffer in such a raw state. The cuts stare at 
me as the naked, screaming wounds of the sacrificed body.47 If the object steps 
forward to be my bandage, I must patch it in order to rescue it.48
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Wax phallic ex-voto
ca. 1875
Wax
British Museum, London

Tracing/Impressing
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Hannah’s Sunrise School handprint, imprint  
of the artist’s hand

1989
Plaster and pigment
Ø 15 cm
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Untitled (B5/9)
Hannah Joris
2007
Pencil and India ink on paper
28 x 21 cm
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Study of a figure IV
Hannah Joris
2011
Pencil on paper
21 x 29,7 cm
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‘Handje Hannah,’ photogram of the artist’s hand
Terry Stewart
1988
Photogram
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Study of an organ / imprint I
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, soapstone
12 x 8 x 5 cm
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Study of an organ / imprint (Counterpart IV)
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, iron, thread, soapstone
12,5 x 6,5 x 5 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Study of an organ / imprint (Counterpart V)
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, iron, steel, thread, soapstone
15 x 5,5 x 4 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Study of an organ / imprint (Counterpart II)
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, iron, steel, soapstone, wax
12 x 7 x 4 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek



31Tracing / Impressing

Absence, Presence, Imprints

J’aurais voulu que chaque empreinte reste inscrite 
sur mon corps, que chaque caresse empêche 
la pourriture de s’emparer du tien. (…) je reste 
longtemps à fixer (…) les objets que tu aimais 
toucher, je cherche ton empreinte, je te tire de 
l’ombre et peu à peu tu reviens.

– Anne Philipe49

We all bear scars and cicatrices on our bodies. Cicatrices are the marks of 
both opening and closing, and of action / contact. The actions of tracing and 
impressing linger between opening and closure in the sense that they do not 
imply the opening of a body as is the case with cutting, tearing or peeling, and 
that they do not involve the closing taking place when an opening is stitched, 
wrapped or knotted. This second action moves between tears, folds and knots: 
between the opening of a body and the closing (in) of a longing. 

In what follows, I use the words imprint and mark to denote physical indi-
cations of the existence of something.50

Traces and impressions are marks that have captured signs of life.51  As I 
will be considering them here, traces are two-dimensional and exist in both 
physical and abstract form, whereas impressions are three-dimensional 
and consist of an emptiness left behind in matter. As pars pro toto traces and 
impressions both unsettle and heal. They unsettle, because they underline the 
absence of life in their incomplete presence, but marks also heal by provid-
ing us the presence of an absent life.52 It is for the hesitation and balance that 
these marks embody, that I see traces and impressions, and the actions of 
tracing and impressing as lingering between opening and closure.

The first scar53

There is one imprint all humans know and even own. It is the scar of our 
first wound, the first mark of action, which balances in the center of all hu-
man bodies: the navel.54 It is the proof of human rupture, and only the begin-
nings of it. Simultaneously the navel is the evidence of the healing of a cut, 
of a rupture. Yes, the scar remains visible, touchable and uncanny, but it has 
closed. Beautifully so even. As the leftover token of our birth, it is both trace 
and impression, as it is also neither of the two. It is a trace, for it is part of the 
smooth surface of our skin, enfolded in it and delineating the contours of what 
was the umbilical cord. It is beyond the trace, because it is three-dimensional 
and is not formless. It is an impression, for it is the physical imprint of bodily 
contact. But it is not yet the impression, because it is not the imprint of an in-
dividual life, but a mark of a momentary connection between two individuals. 

Moreover, as an imprint, the navel takes an insecure position in time; 
“the navel is a tear in time.”55 On the one hand it reminds of a connection that 
lasted for a period of months, but on the other hand, as a scar, it captures the 



32 moment of rupture between mother and child.56 As an imprint, the navel hes-
itates between trace and loss, relic and absence. It has the power to simulta-
neously evoke an absence and to embody what is lost.57 The navel is a “closed 
opening” and endlessly lingers between opening and closure: it is the binding 
knot between our inside and our outside.58 As our first scar, the navel is also 
the ultimate mark of the connection between birth and death.59

Throughout its healing process the navel develops from a cut – a tear – 
into folds to eventually become and remain a knot in the center of our body 
throughout our entire life.

The triumph of solidification: from scar to cicatrice 

Closure – literally and metaphorically – is possible because of solidification; 
whether it be the healing of the bodily scar, or the capturing of the off-the-
body, body-related imprint left by a human. The proof of life, the direct 
memory of an existence now lost is frozen through solidification. 

More often than not, traces and impressions are left by coincidence, in 
the midst of action. This coincidental solidification of a moment of contact 
gives rise to a lively nature, which, in turn, enhances the power of traces and 
impressions as evidence of an individual life.60 These marks of life have been 
given to us, even if they came into being as a ‘side-effect’ of an act of creation 
by human hands. We did not have to create a new presence to receive these 
marks, but received them alongside a process (of action).61 These marks are 
the result of “direct duplication, by contact with the ductile material;” they 
have been invented corporeally – and not ideally.62 The traces and impressions 
solidification brings forth are authentic; they recall the presence – the reality, 
the existence – of a body, of human life – a living individual. In this regard, 
we can speak of imprints as embodiments of “present absence.”63 Traces and 
impressions are acheiropoietoi: they skip human mediation – they skip the 
intervention of human hands. Fluids – blood, sweat, tears – are directly solid-
ified onto a veil; body-parts – hands, feet, fingers – are immediately cast in 
fluid matter. The direct contact – the directly molded body-part, the directly 
traced fluid – makes these marks powerful bearers of a life once lived.64 But 
traces and impressions also owe their aura of magic to the fact that they are 
often found by coincidence.65

The “realism by contact” brought about in the solidification of the fluid, 
vanishing matter signifies a triumph of our desire for a “faithful reproduc-
tion.”66 The relief of seeing a wound heal well is similar to the delight of being 
able to fix a proof of life. There is a childish, but deeply human satisfaction in 
the ability to capture immediate marks of life in visible and graspable form. 
In our struggle with the deterioration of life, we seek ways to capture life, in 
order not to have to let go, for the sake of keeping – keepsake. Since we under-
stand the vulnerability of organic matter all too well, an experience of resti-
tution seems to go hand in hand with the solidification of these substances. 
To see the root vegetable’s deterioration process halt halfway and to see the 
parchment’s folds stay in place give the illusion of freezing life.

The scar does not only remind of the wound it originates from, which 
in turn arose from a destructive action – the cutting, peeling, tearing of 



33skin. Gilles Deleuze reminds us that every scar is somewhat miraculous – 
impressive, since it treats and heals the wound.67 In other words, every cica-
trice – as the imprint of the successfully healed wound and scar – deserves to 
be honored.68 Our skin is the locus of a life’s narrative and has therefore been 
compared to a palimpsest and to parchment.69 Skin bears the traces of experi-
ences, telling us about the wounds we have suffered, the depth of these inju-
ries and the ways in which they have healed.70 These traces thus express the 
pain we have borne, the suffering we have endured, but also the courage and 
strength we have.71 It can be said that imprints not only mark our skin, but our 
whole person: for “should we not accept that (…) a subject is individualised by 
the features of his malady no less than by the features of his face?”72

Tracing leftovers (from present absence to absent presence)

Tracing, as I understand it here, is about delineating, drawing, following, em-
phasizing, connecting and, in doing so, discovering and grasping. Tracing is a 
first step to understanding; it is subtle and always tentative. Tracing not only 
brings about traces, but also presupposes traces for us to be able to trace.

Traces, as I will be considering them here, are two-dimensional. We know 
traces in both physical and abstract form. Physically perceivable traces can be 
seen and touched. Symptoms, stains and spots are present as formless stains 
resulting either from bodily fluids or from fluids that covered a body and were 
wiped off by that body. Abstract traces concern visibly inexistent stains; they 
are impressions of life. 

Many traces, however, are not even the result of direct human action. Organic 
matter, for example, bears traces of the life it led before it became ‘material’: 
the knots of twigs on branches, healed wounds on animal skin, brown spots 
where the apple has absorbed a shock… Such traces remind of the natural 
traces our skin bears; of some traces we will never know when they came 
to us, others remind us of the vulnerability of our lives whereas some traces 
merely come and go… Nevertheless, it is the latter category that might haunt 
us the most, tearing apart our certainty. With their game of appearing, disap-
pearing and reappearing, symptoms throw us into the troublesome nature of 
the visible. We are wary of symptoms, since a mark of a particular life might 
as well signify a mark of death to our life.73

Spots, smudges, stains and splashes arouse our curiosity. What lies be-
neath this two-dimensional evidence? What does it indicate? Where does the 
shape begin; does it end or does it trespass on the three-dimensional? Spots, 
smudges, stains and splashes awaken a desire to see and to grasp – delineate 
– what it is that we see.74

If the power of the trace stems from the immediacy of contact, then the 
first impulse to grasp the formless trace that is the stain – smudge, spot, 
splash – also requires immediacy. We draw out our pencil, pen or brush and 
let our hand follow the motion of the barely visible contours and its enfoldings 
in the hope to define and understand the undefined. The formless stain craves 
to be healed in form: “Parfois, je me sens avancer, je suis bien en moi-même, 
mais, tout d’un coup, il ne reste rien, ni colonne vertébrale, ni chair, un acide a 



34 tout dilué, le fil est coupé, je suis une petite tache informe où quelques nerfs se 
contractent en vain.”75 But “in that very place where figuration abolishes itself 
– as in this stain – it also generates itself.”76 Tracing is also catching before the 
fleeting trace disappears – catching the imprint of a firm grip on my skin, the 
mark of the ring I am wearing. Present absence.

But what must we make of the tracing of invisible stains? I would suggest 
that drawing always involves tracing in some sort, whether it be the retrac-
ing of a visible stain or trace, or the recovering and uncovering of feelings, 
thoughts, experiences and impressions. Tracing is tracking – following – and 
tracking down: uncovering, bringing to light. In other words, tracing concerns 
the enfleshing of leftovers living in our minds and souls. Tracing enables to 
move beyond the scattered tears, into the fluid folds of the line with which we 
become entangled in our search to still the desire to identify what it is that we 
see. We thus trace being into seeing, making visible ‘life impressions’ and ‘live 
imprints.’77 Absent presence. If we then put our hands into matter rather than 
onto matter, it is also possible to trace and impress – compress – being into 
touching, making graspable live imprints and life impressions. Having moved 
from the visible trace to the act of tracing, we now return to the mark in its 
graspable form – the imprint, the impression, to then continue with the act of 
impressing. Present absence.

Impressions, expressions (back to present absence)

Impressing, as I understand it here, is about pressing inwards and outwards, 
and, in doing so, removing excess in order to come to essence. Impressing is 
about pushing aside matter to make space for the self. 

Impressions, as I will be considering them here, are three-dimensional and 
consist of an emptiness left behind in matter. They are the negative form out of 
which the positive form can be recreated by filling the emptiness they embody.

In my view impressing is a more violent action than tracing. This violence 
is reflected in the impression: it is not the softly edged fingerprint, its leaking 
ink, or the faint bloodstain. It is the result of three-dimensional pressure, mov-
ing substance inwards, outwards, and aside. The movement of the impression, 
pierces through the two-dimensional surface, folds it, crumples it, forcing it to 
become three-dimensional. It therefore balances very sharply between opening 
and closure: giving a very strong sensation of thereness, of presence of ‘I was 
here,’ but simultaneously of ‘I am no longer here’… Did the ‘I’ – the self, the ‘life’ 
– want to sink in the substance more deeply? Or did it want to find its way out, 
pass through it? Is the pushing impression an attempt to hide – bury oneself in 
matter, bury a life – or to break free – escape out of matter?78

Since I here understand impressions as three-dimensional physical imprints 
of an existence, impressions become true counterparts of the being who left 
the imprint behind. They demarcate the space and matter that once surround-
ed the body. But impressions also offer themselves as counterparts for all other 
bodies, because they are permanent invitations for a unifying act. Impressions 
bring about the urge to make contact: we feel the desire to place the hand in 
the impression of another hand and to touch the inverted wrinkles. In this 



35sense, impressions can become more than a commemorative imprint. Unlike 
the trace, the impression holds the possibility to make a surrounding contact 
– around our hand, around its fingers – or, if we make a cast of the impres-
sion, we even gain the possibility to wrap our hands around the original form 
again. The impression is a mold; it is the cradle out of which we can recreate 
what we have lost. 

According to Georges Didi-Huberman “[t]he mould or matrix (matrice, an-
other meaning of the word is womb) indicates the place where the similarity 
(…) is formed, is established.”79 If we think about human creations, human 
hands could be considered as the matrix, the casting mold, the birthplace, 
the womb.80 Soft materials such as clay and wax enable the maker to move 
from womb to womb: to give the formless a new form in his / her hands and 
simultaneously leave behind a new womb embodied in the very impressions 
of his / her hands.81 But also skins make such creation possible. Skins, just like 
wax and clay are caught in the “indecision between form and the formless.”82 
After absorbing liquids, skins lend themselves to ‘soak up’ forms as well. Their 
elasticity enables the step from two-dimensional to three-dimensional form. 
We can knead the skins, fold them and wring out the excess fluid. And if we 
then stop the pressing and impressing, if we then open our hands after having 
let the skin weep, vague impressions of the maker’s hands remain visible 
and graspable. The forms might resemble organs, or knots, or giant navels, 
seen the endless enfoldings of which they consist.83 But most importantly, the 
interaction of bodily existence remains present. The impression expresses the 
action, the happening of forming in human hands, and perhaps becomes the 
most intimate object-as-body / object-as-counterpart84 we are able to create. 
Lise De Greef compares such impressions to ex-votos and considers them as 
“image-bodies, bodies that reference, that resemble our own body. They are 
not complete bodies but only fragments: a hand, a foot, a navel. (…) The origin 
of this image lies in the body, and our human body leaves traces in the im-
age-body.”85 Impressions – body counterparts, image-bodies – “reference our 
own skin” and “remin[d] us of and confron[t] us with our own creation.” 

The comparison with the ex-voto can be extended still. The votive image, 
which the ex-voto is, embodies the hope to be healed: it “incorporates the hope 
of overcoming the suffering, the pain, the disease.”86 Stronger still: the ex-vo-
to is often shaped from wax, which is formless matter that allows reforming 
according to changing desires. In other words, the formless lump of matter 
used to impress our body never tires from the task to express our bodily hopes. 
Whether it is a lump of wax or treated skins, “it adapts itself plastically to mis-
fortunes and to prayers.”87
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Saint Veronica with the Sudarium
Anonymous master
ca. 1420
Oil on walnut
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An écorché figure
Charles Landseer
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Wellcome Library, London
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Nkisi
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Untitled (Cura Posterior II)
Hannah Joris
2011
Wooden root, parchment, iron, steel, nylon,  
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Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Cura Posterior V (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Untitled (Cura Posterior III)
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2011
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Cura Posterior IX
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2012
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Untitled (Cura Posterior I)
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2011
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private collection
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek



45Covering / Wrapping

Reveal – Relieve – Veil – Velum

The moment the skin is bruised and sliced – opened – then how do we tend to it? 
The moment we find a trace of a beloved one’s presence now gone, then how 

do we treasure this remnant? How do we prove – ensure, secure – the wounded 
object / body / image that we truly cherish it, need it and will care for it?

The image revealed itself to us; we saw its horrific and yet extraordinary – im-
pressive – inners. We opened the object, devoured it and enjoyed its bittersweet 
taste. Seeing into it, through its skin, we drifted away… To return and come to 
see we are not alone in our need for being looked after…

We carefully care for our wounds and those of our children. Our discon-
nection between maker and creation – between mother and child, father and 
child – is abrupt and never carefree. However, the leftovers of the connection 
are cautiously treated. We dab and bandage the tears; we pat them dry. The skin 
has opened, the cut umbilical cord reveals an abrupt ending; we feel it would 
better be covered – covered from the open air, protected against a violent 
gesture or a harmful bacteria. But mostly, we feel the openings ought to be 
covered to protect our eyes. The first closing – before the suturing, knotting 
and stapling – consists of a simple covering: the cloth is unfolded and softly 
laid upon the opened skin.

We are involved in a nasty game with the image: first we destroy it, devour 
it with our eyes, and now, with its own openings, through its own wounds, 
the image stares at us. Its penetrating gaze begs us to close what shortly before 
had convincingly seduced us to be opened.88 Oh, Pandora… 

I will investigate this double reflex of ours; our reflex to slightly lift the veil 
to peep under what is covered on the one hand, and the reflex to immediately 
cover what is torn and opened up on the other hand.89

Unveil, reveal

By peeling away the skin, the inside of the body is revealed. It is by indulging in 
the destructive actions of cutting and tearing, that we manage to follow part of 
the image’s pulsation between opening and closing. We need to tear the skin – 
the membrane, the velum;90 we need to tear the veil to see the true image.91

However, in order to receive the image in the first place, it was necessary to 
have a veil as mediator between the invisible and the visible. It was the veil – 
the protective skin – that absorbed the shocking intensity of the invisible and 
ungraspable – the image of the Son of God. The vera icon and the mandylion, 
both an acheiropoieta, have been captured on cloth. It is on the veil that the 
powerful gaze of the ungraspable was caught; it is in this second skin that the 
gaze was able to embed itself. The veil made the gaze bearable to our hungry 
and humble eyes, evolving from veiling to unveiling and revealing.92 There is a 
clear link between the process of weaving threads, from which the veil is born, 
and the creation of the world, into which we – beings wrapped in velum93 – are 
born, still connected to the human thread of life that is the umbilical cord.94 Our 



46 skin thus plays a similar role as that of the veil, protecting our eyes from what 
we desire to know, but cannot bear to see – the inconceivable, the unimaginable.

If we tear the veil, if we dissect the body – which we must in order to get a 
glimpse of the inside and gain a better understanding of the contents – then 
of course the power the veil has absorbed, threatens to leak again. In this 
opening we experience the crying mouth of the wound, the dark gaze of the 
hole, which was blurred and softened by the veil. It is therefore, as mentioned 
at the beginning of this part on actions, that the image entraps us in a rhythm 
between opening and closing. We here, once again, are in need of finding a 
balance between veiling and unveiling. We need a veil that absorbs partially, 
but not fully: a veil that enables us to see the relieving face of the Son, with-
out seeing the overwhelming face of God.95 For if we see beyond this balanced 
veil, the longing to see and to heal might be killed.96 Or, on a bodily level “[t]he 
consequences of not avoiding the viscera are dire: to really see the inside of the 
body is to risk falling in love with the heady proximity of death, with the in-
comprehensible tangle of unnamable vessels and chunks of fat, and with the 
seductive textures of the smooth, sensitive membranes – more delicate than 
ordinary skin, more sensitive and vulnerable, and above all more redolent of 
the most intense pain.”97

To a certain extent, what is too strong for us to accept, understand and 
grasp, must remain hidden. Its presence – its existence – may be suggested, but 
should not be directly shown. We cannot bear the idea of a walking écorché: 
“The skinned body is less a body even than a skeleton, which we find easier 
to reclothe in flesh [than a skinned body].”98 Veil and embodiment go hand in 
hand, we need the skin.99 The too intrusive opening forces us to seek a new skin.

Where might we find a new bandage for our image as bandage? How can 
we create a new bandage for our old bandage? How do we counteract peeling? 
How do we protect ourselves from the piercing glance of the opened image?

Cover, recover

Unveiling is making visible and vulnerable the intimate; it reveals what has 
been residing under a protective cover. Stronger still, it is about emphasizing 
what suddenly comes pushing through the opening of the veil, through the 
pierced skin out of the depths of the flesh.100 There is no way to cease looking; 
our gaze is sucked into these dark openings. Their “bottomless gaze” possesses 
the ambivalent power of the eye: it is both malevolent and benevolent, sucking 
in and warding off. The intangible black void these tears embody, evoke both 
fear and fascination within us, since we feel they incarnate the very threshold 
“through which creative power escapes and returns.”101

We now thus find ourselves in company of more ‘torn-ness’; we had found 
ourselves a bandage with the image, but now it is our turn to find a bandage 
for the image. We would not want to lose what houses inside the skin, nor 
would we want to get burns by being exposed to the powerful gaze. We need to 
cover the cut in order to have the image among us for longer, and for longing. 
Covering the wound is about protecting what lies on both sides of the torn 
skin: the contents of the flesh on the one hand and ourselves on the other 
hand, as the receivers of the image as bandage. Covering concerns the balance 



47between consoling and non-consoling.
I believe the act of covering is an intimate act. The skin tones and the pure 

whiteness of bandages insist upon cautious gestures and mark a spot that is 
to be respected and requires additional care. The weeping flesh is honored; in 
the hope that the skin – the body, the image, the object – will once again do its 
self-repairing act.102 Covering, and particularly the covering of what is broken 
or torn, is a way to express gratitude, respect and concern. The wrappings of 
relics, for example, implicitly reveal the value of what is inside, still recogniz-
ably present, but no longer visible.103 But many relics are also placed within rel-
iquaries, “completely or partially deprived of their naked visibility, as if their 
visible presence would be altogether too puissant for man to bear.” We feel 
which objects occupy “a transit zone: the border between the visible and the 
invisible world” for us.104 Protecting these items, covering their intimate zones, 
is a way to honor their power. If we cover the complete object, we accentuate 
the shape lying below and make visible the essence of the form. The folds of 
the wrapping guide our gaze, pulling it outward towards the protrusions and 
pushing it inwards towards the depressions of the underlying form. Our gaze 
remains attracted to the wounded object, but sways softly rather than un-
controllably from one fold to the next.105 In this rhythm we are able to recover 
from the violent throbbing of opening. The continuous folds of the wrapping 
express endless movement comparable to the wrinkles of our skin, particular-
ly the wrinkles at those places of the body where movement takes place: the 
fine lines at the bending joints of the fingers, the smiling or frowning folds 
at the edge of the mouth and eyes, the folds of repulsion when we pull up our 
nose… Our bodies write on the skin from the inside, implying that the wrin-
kles the skin brings forth mirror the soul.106 The life of the tender skin is fixed 
in wrinkles; we are able to gain insight into what lies behind the skin: below 
its surface and in its past. The soaked parchment absorbs flexibility and gains 
movement, which it captures in its folds once it has dried. The wrinkles of the 
skin are in fact “soul movements.”107

If we look at the movement of the folds of our clothing, they appear to be 
particularly lively at the edges of the body.108 If we then imagine covering not 
the whole body – object, image – but only its wounds, we are actually retrac-
ing the wounds. By only enveloping the wound, we indicate the exact place in 
which the image (object, body) has opened itself to us. We acknowledge the 
wound as the “symbolic edge” where energy is exchanged between the visible 
and the invisible, from one side of the skin to the other.109 While tracing, we 
rediscover the initial unveiling and healing we experienced in the opening of 
the image. In some cases however, the covering is accentuating: emphasizing 
the wound, drawing attention to it.110 We find ourselves face to face with yet 
another opening and we relapse into our position of voyeur… desiring to see 
what lies beyond the skin surrounding the wound. 

The fold is not yet the knot…
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Twisting/Wringing/Wrenching
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Untitled (Cerrada)
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2013
Pencil and India ink on paper
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Study of an organ / imprint II
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, soapstone, steel
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Cura Posterior VIII (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
21,5 x 3 x 3,5 cm
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2011
White yam, parchment, iron, steel, nylon, India ink
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Untitled (Cura Posterior III)
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2011
White yam, parchment, iron, steel, nylon
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Cura I (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
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Study of an organ / imprint (Counterpart II)
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, iron, steel, soapstone, wax
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Cura Posterior VII (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
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57Twisting / Wringing / Wrenching

Torsion, contortion, distortion

The fold is not the knot.
Intense folding can lead to a knot, and folds flow from a knot. But a fold is 

not a knot.
Soft folds take our gaze by the hand in order to cautiously discover the 

openings of the image (object, body). Our gaze follows the lines of the fold, but 
we still enjoy the freedom to shift the gaze towards distant points of the im-
age. A well-fastened knot however captures: it does not let loose what it holds 
physically nor does it let loose our gaze. The knot seals and conceals.

The knot does not give itself many alternatives either. In its motion of 
twisting and turning it endlessly spins around, inwards and outwards.111 The 
knot not only fixes its folds, its entire movement orbits the knot’s center. Nev-
ertheless, this fastening, this restriction of movement, is precisely what gives 
rise to a very dynamic friction. The struggle to break away, to take on another 
form, another position. In short, the struggle to undo the knot and emerge 
from the clench of its restrictive boundaries.

But we must not forget that the knot also connects. It connects one end to 
the other, it connects end to beginning.

Concealing & Connecting

Twisting, wringing and wrenching are actions that compress matter; the na-
ture of these actions is to press closure upon substance – to compress substance 
into closure. We squeeze and stretch materials to enhance their plasticity, 
engage in movement and achieve expression.112 The wringing and wrenching of 
skin urges it to twist and turn in new directions, forcing the skin to take on a 
form of its own, rather than following the outlines of another body. The mate-
rial results of these strenuous actions have absorbed the power that was neces-
sary for their creation. Torsion creates tension: knots are charged with energy.113

The twisting, knotting and cutting of the umbilical cord is a secure way to 
physically bind the first human wound and to physically separate mother and 
child.114 The intertwining and cutting of wire is an effective way to forcefully 
bind together some people while physically separating them from others.115 
Not only do the actions of twisting, wringing and wrenching bind physically, 
they also bind symbolically. The knotting and cutting of the umbilical cord 
leaves an ambiguous scar. On the one hand, the navel refers to the connection 
between different generations that is established in the umbilical cord.116 On 
the other hand, the navel refers to the child’s birth into a life that inevitably 
leads to death. Unknowing, the child is thrown into a life marked by a fixed 
beginning and an awaiting end. “The navel,” writes Baert, “is the place thought 
of as … the point of vanishing into nothing, into the void, into death. (…) [it is] 
the only sign on the body that refers so irrevocably and cruelly to the cycle of 
birth and death.”117

As a closure, however, the knot or wrinkled mass brought about through 
wringing creates the possibility to start a life anew. A firm border is 



58 established from which it is possible to move on – forwards – and to let the 
healing begin. The skin that has been twisted, covering the naked flesh, seals 
the wound, enabling us to carefully touch and look again at the image (object, 
body) we have at hand without shivering and without hurting it.

Excess & Escape

Not all bodies experience these knotted boundaries as constructive bindings. 
To find oneself being forced into a particular position, enclosed within a pro-
tective skin, might imply entrapment.118 The external twisting, wringing and 
wrenching then seeps through the skin and infiltrates the body; it represses, 
oppresses, suppresses and depresses. The oppression felt within, tries to es-
cape by the very twisting, wringing and wrenching of the skin firstly,119 and 
ultimately of the whole body. The twisting and turning body is battling itself: 
it struggles with its contents and at first twitches the lips and frowns. But the 
body can be more expressive than the face:120 its torso, dangling limbs and 
folding joints are the basic ingredients for a rich “catalogue of expressions.”121 
The different body parts find themselves at odds with one another and with 
what they contain. It seems that the writhed body expresses “both bodily and 
spiritual discomfort,” as if it were unable to find harmony with(in) the con-
dition of the body and is “plagued by guilt or bad conscience.”122 Does the sin 
hidden within the body unavoidably find its way out? Do the flesh and bones, 
which have immersed in sin, therefore nudge the skin? Does the skin wrinkle 
because of the fluid feelings and flesh it contains? The wrenched body simply 
does not know what to do with itself, where to go, how to find a way out of the 
continuum between disclosing and enclosing. Contortion of the body, consist-
ing of the distortion of flesh wrapped in deformed skin, is “a matter of dis-
content, excessive unease, and pain, and its formal vocabulary will remain in 
place as long as the human anatomy remains constant. (…) [It] is a universal 
sign for unease.”123

(…) when soul is disturbed, body is disturbed (…)

– Caroline Walker Bynum124

Soaking, rinsing and wringing out skin. Moving from a smooth surface, to softly 
fold it, continue enfolding it, more tightly, into a knot almost, and then end with 
the heavily wrinkled skin, which sheds its last tears in the palms of ours hands. 

By wringing something out, liquid is forced out. If we wring out a chamois 
or a cloth, we do so to remove excess fluids. In medieval asceticism, the bleed-
ing of the flesh and the tearing of the eyes were considered to be cleansing, 
setting free the dirt and sins accumulated in the body.125 Moreover, “all human 
exudings (…) were seen as bleedings” and blood was “the basic fluid and fe-
male blood was the fundamental support of human life.”126 From exuding we 
move back to including. Tightly binding one’s flesh with twisted ropes was a 
common ascetic practice of medieval women to exceed the limits of the body.127 
Making the body suffer by binding it firmly and closing it from the surround-
ings by neither ingesting nor excreting, was a way to plumb the depths of the 



59body, and by extension, of humanity.128 Since it is the fertile flesh that women 
share with Christ, such ascetic practices created the possibility for women to 
achieve physical union with him. From exuding we then move back to includ-
ing. Our suffering, the fact that we can be hurt, is what binds us.129 However, as 
if I have not yet twisted and turned our considerations here enough, it must be 
mentioned that some ascetic practices required truly opening the body…130

Do the actions of twisting, turning, wrenching, wringing and writhing at-
tempt to establish a border, a separation, while remaining connected with the 
other, the surroundings? The translucent skin? Parchment, dried or soaked?131
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Diagram illustrating various surgical  
stitches and knots

early 20th century
Wellcome Library, London

Stitching Away/Suturing/Sewing
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Diagram illustrating various surgical stitches
early 20th century
Wellcome Library, London
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Untitled (Ouverture)
Hannah Joris
2012
Pencil on paper
28 x 20,7 cm
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Untitled (Hungback)
Hannah Joris
2011
Pencil on paper
21 x 29,5 cm
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Untitled (Patched)
Hannah Joris
2012
Pencil on paper
28,2 x 21 cm
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Study of an organ / imprint (Counterpart V)
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, iron, steel, thread, soapstone
15 x 5,5 x 4 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Untitled (Cura Posterior III)
Hannah Joris
2011
White yam, parchment, iron, steel, nylon
22 x 3,5 x 3,5 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Untitled (Cura Posterior III)
Hannah Joris
2011
White yam, parchment, iron, steel, nylon
22 x 3,5 x 3,5 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Cura Posterior V (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2011
White yam, parchment, iron, steel, nylon
21 x 5 x 3,2 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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The Need of Mending the Cut-off Wound 

Has the pen or pencil dipped so deep in the blood of 
the human race as the needle?132

A cover can be lifted and the loose knot can be untied. If we drench the skin 
that was wrung into a knot-shape it can also be undone. Once the skin is 
soaked its folds will flatten, the tension will fade and the torsion will untwist. 
Whatever the skin was covering, is now naked. Whatever it was hiding inside 
has now been revealed. Whatever it held onto, now slips away… From closure 
to exposure.

The knot provides the possibility to secure the closure of the covering. Simi-
lar to the knot, also the stitch – the seam – has the ability to secure the cover 
protecting the wound. However, in order to secure closure, the stitch must 
perforate the skin. Since it has the habit of concealing, the stitch secretively – 
for guilt is at stake here – pierces the skin, doing on a small scale what it must 
undo on a large scale, namely, opening. 

Closing in the wake of opening

The stitch requires something that pierces and pulls – a needle – and a sub-
stance that binds – thread, or hair for that matter. The act of stitching consists 
of the union of needle and thread in the rhythmic weaving in and out of soft 
matter. Before considering the implications of the needle pushing through the 
skin, let us first focus on the binding thread.

Stitching, as I understand it here, parallels the impact of the knot: it closes 
and binds, and secures the cover. Therefore I will focus on the role of stitch-
ing for closure, to bring together again the separated skin on both sides of the 
wound. When the body opens, we see to it that the wound and our eyes cannot 
exchange too many glances. We bandage the wound; we force it to hold its 
breath. We rinse it thoroughly, preventing the wound to let in as much dirt 
as it spilled over us. After carefully selecting a stitch from our vast collection 
of skillful sutures, we sew up the wound, impeding the tear to expand over 
the whole body.133 Mending an object implies the closing of a body. Howev-
er, because of my own practice, the sewing I will focus on here concerns the 
joining of bits of skin that cover a fragmented piece: the stitching of the cover 
surrounding the wound at the edge of an oblong body. It is about protecting the 
wound and only the wound, not the entire body. Stitching then becomes the 
sealing of an embrace: the sealing of the enfolding gesture the cover makes 
around the bruised edge of the body or the sealing of the inclusive motion the 
tubular wrung knot insists upon. Besides sealing the closure and the opening, 
the stitch also accentuates the locus of the wound and, in doing so, warns us 
to approach it with care.

The relation between the edges of the body and stitching is a particular 
one. If we consider the clothing covering our bodies – our second skin, we 
come to notice that hems are present at the extremities: the limbs (hands and 



70 feet) and the neck (where torso and head connect). All edges – borders – and 
therefore also the hem, are vulnerable areas; they are the first to be rounded 
off or, more violently, cut off. “As a locus,” writes Baert, “the hem frames a 
time that is felt as a wound, an opening, and a cut in the fabric.”134 Lifting the 
hem “implies revealing a vulnerable part of the body,” bringing about erotic 
feelings as well as feelings of shame.135

But edges also embody zones of transition, between inside and outside, 
between ‘I’ and ‘the other.’136 Edges are places of contact that establish unity 
between two separate entities. In the biblical story of the Haemorrhoissa – the 
woman with an issue of blood, it is the touching of Christ’s hem that heals 
her.137 The hem then becomes both a symbol and an image for completeness, 
referring to “the place of (pro)creation itself: the womb.”138 I believe that the 
stitch emphasizes the importance of connection; only what is worthwhile is 
stitched. Excessive stitching means there is something to be saved and cher-
ished.139 Stitching can reconnect what has been slit and it can correct what 
is tearing. It can connect skin to skin, skin to thread, thread to needle and 
therefore skin to needle. Ultimately then, stitching can connect body to body. 
The place where the object was wounded is sewn up and now bears a needle: it 
becomes the place of connection to the human body. As in knotting and twist-
ing, stitching not only connects different body parts, but entire bodies.

The stitch consists of a thread. As a physical line,140 the thread flows from 
one side of the skin to the other and from one skin to another. Even though 
both the movement and the pattern it makes might be cyclic, the thread has 
a beginning and an end to it. These ends matter, for if we do not fasten them, 
the seam loosens and the skin will tear again along its original cut. We do not 
want to imagine what would happen if the umbilical cord were not to be tidily 
cut off, firmly knot and tucked in, but to be left dangling freely… To secure the 
stitch and the seam, we must repeat the same stitch several times or knot the 
thread firmly. We can then still choose to either leave the ends or cut them 
completely. Regardless of the type of thread used – whether it is a soft natural 
thread, hard wire, brittle hair or resilient synthetic thread – its ends are new 
edges, reaching out into the world. Perhaps that is why some cultures expe-
rience the touching of textile ends as being in contact with points of energy, 
comparing “the cutting and tying off of their creation with the cutting of the 
umbilical cord.”141

Opening in the wake of closing

Stitching openings can also be painful and dangerous; if we close the orifices 
of the body, life is hardly imaginable, let alone possible.142

Stitching hurts. When we are involved in a physically demanding ac-
tion and feel sudden sharp pains in the side of the body, we speak of having 
‘stitches in our side.’143 In the action of suturing the needle pierces through the 
skin and into the flesh to then move outwards again from the flesh side to the 
hair side.144 The movement demands concentration and caution; by jerking the 
thread or wrenching the needle, we threaten to tear the skin. By piercing the 
needle through the skin, we make small incisions that always run the risk 
to be enlarged by the thread they hold. Any pulling of the thread, whether by 



71intentional or accidental force, will cause the microscopic holes to become gap-
ing wounds, merging into the mother wound. Likewise, if we find ourselves 
absorbed in the act of excessive stitching, unable to stop, the surface becomes 
smudged with stitches and tears. The stitches and the holes making possible 
their existence, take over the skin, thus severely wounding it and transform-
ing the skin into a whole of piercings – one great hole, one giant wound.145
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Pfula Nkombe figure
before 1909,Yombe, Congo
Wood, metal, mirror, pigments, shell, raffia fibers, 

textile, feathers, other mixed media
58,5 x 25 x 16 cm
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven

Piercing/Stabbing/Penetrating
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Mungundu figure 
before 1909, Yombe, Congo
Wood, mirror, metal, textile, fibers, pigments
95 x 38 x 24 cm
Université Catholique de Louvain



74

Untitled (Pinned Pleurant)
Hannah Joris
2012
Pencil and India ink on paper
14,5 x 10 cm
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Untitled (The Stranger)
Hannah Joris
2012
Pencil on paper
28,2 x 21 cm
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Cura II (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
55 x 10 x 6,5 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Cura I (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
59 x 12,5 x 7 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Cura Posterior IV (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2011
White yam, parchment, iron, steel, nylon, India ink
19,5 x 7 x 3,5 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Cura Posterior VI (Ni Dieu, ni maître)
Hannah Joris
2012
White yam, catgut, iron
59 x 12,5 x 7 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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Study of an organ / imprint (Counterpart I)
Hannah Joris
2013
Chamois leather, iron, steel, thread, soapstone, wax
14 x 6 x 4 cm
Courtesy Gallery Caroline Van Hoek
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A Pinned-down Story

We have cut open images, we have pierced our skin and that of others and 
we have destroyed the objects once made by caring hands. By preventing one 
disaster, we accelerate another. Human insight tends to run late. First we look 
for solutions in line with the world we have been given: we patch wounds with 
skin substitutes such as leather and parchment and fasten them with animal 
cords such as catgut and horsehair.146 But we are increasingly out of step with 
the world we received and created. Our interventions increase in quantity and 
impact. Our fixation with securing drives us to create ever more drastic band-
ages for our wounds. And so, after indulging in the guilty pleasure of slitting 
the skin, we sought to close it. We tried to undo our mistake by, respectively, 
meticulously cleansing the wound, pressing its sides together, gently covering 
it, to then continue in a more violent nature by knotting and stitching it. We 
are driven to despair: nothing appears to last, no closure is permanent.

Severing & Persevering 

By driving nails through the skin and into the flesh, we force a passage from 
out-of-the-body to into-the-body. The piercing brought about by stabbing pins 
into a body is more violent than the piercing occurring while stitching. Where-
as the puncturing of the skin in sewing is simply necessary in order to achieve 
closure, the piercing of a pin into the flesh is often about the perforating act it-
self. Pushing a pin into a body implies severing the skin and flesh, but the pin 
can only sink into the flesh as deep as its length allows it to. The act of pierc-
ing ends far more abruptly than the cutting, impressing, enfolding, knotting 
or stitching of a body. In piercing we encounter resistance; we experience our 
limits and are confronted with our natural reactions to counter resistance.147

Stubbornly, we push the nail harder, so hard that it leaves red impressions 
of its head on our fingertips, or causes the palms of our hands to bleed. We 
curse and beg the pin to plow a way through; to create an entrance into the 
body and remain firmly enclosed by the flesh it has driven apart. We need to 
experience the life gushing within our bodies; we must access our caro radica-
lis148 in order to achieve sensations of union and understand our condition and 
that of our images.149 Our perseverance is answered by pain, and whether it is 
ecstatic or erotic, one might wonder whether the importance of piercing then 
lies in its strength of reminding us of our limits and countering our actions of 
desperation rather than multiplying our possibilities to repair our mistakes. 
In the very mending of our wounds then lies the reminder we should not have 
wounded in the first place…

The more effectively the body resists our piercing of it, the more attempts 
we will have to make.150 Density: the body’s smooth skin then gradually 
transforms into a rough, spotted landscape. The body becomes heavy, carrying 
the burden of all our attempts. If we don’t recognize any limits, the body will 
eventually crack. 



82 Pin / plug / pacifier

Piercing a body creates the possibility for bodily fluids to seep out of the skin 
containing them. The body suddenly feels the urge to cry: it sheds tears and 
blood. Seeing the object crack in our hands, and feeling the painful impres-
sions in our own hands, we feel sudden remorse. Our eyes start to tear, we cry, 
we weep. Our guilty flesh cleanses itself through it tears, which in turn have 
the power to bring about confession. We can trace the moments of remorse 
and confession by moving from pin to pin. Monologue extérieur.151

Pushing a pin into a body severs the skin and the flesh it conceals, but 
in doing so, the pin also attaches the skin to the flesh. The flesh wraps itself 
around the pin, embedding it in its cycle of renewal and deterioration. Thrust-
ing pins into organic material when it is still soft and juicy enables a strong 
attachment: the flesh dries and shrinks around the pin, creating a steady 
connection between both materials. 

Pins thus simultaneously open and close the flesh. They function as plugs, 
ceasing the weeping of the flesh, forcing the body to stop shedding tears and 
pacifying the subject.152 Hush now, wound.

Piercing your fragments
Sculpting your fragments.
As sculpting you,
Seeking proximity.
Creating your repentance
Forcing respect
and creating forgiveness.

You’re a pinned down story.
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