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Abstract 

This practice-led research consists of film and photographic-based work that is 

responsive to the personal journey of undertaking a PhD. The artistic practice 

reflects the pathways and journeys undertaken as both a researcher and 

teacher and the struggle with the structural constraints of academic research 

and the need to maintain the freedoms of artistic practice. The research takes its 

cue from the notion of artistic research as “unfinished thinking” (Borgdorff, 

2012, p. 143)— and the inevitable collisions and conflicts arising from this in 

terms of the demands of academia. 

 

Theories of narrative are central to the explorative processes of the artistic 

practice. 

Is narrative inevitable to all artistic works or can art resist and counter narrative 

structures? Does an artist’s working process necessarily involve a narrative? 

And does the process of undertaking art as academic research mean it is harder 

to avoid narrative and the demand for intelligibility and coherence? 

 

Art practice is traditionally averse to regulations and very prone to non-narra-

tive. This practice-led research explores the tensions arising when art practice is 

put into a highly regulated research environment, one that is constructed as a 

well-structured traditional narrative. This does not mean the results from the 

practice have to become academic, in the sense that they can be understood and 

replicable. On the contrary, they should remain as artworks, coherent in terms 

of the artist’s concerns and aims. But at the same time, within academia, they 

have to be configured as research. 

 

Through a series of distinctive but related artworks (video, photography and in-

stallation), all exhibited in specific response to a space that functions as a mu-

seum to another artist and teacher, the author explores the tensions between 

his working process as an artist and the process of PhD research.  

 

The practice is contextualized by an engagement with narrative theory and an 

examination of a number of artworks that can be seen to resist sense and mean-

ing. The case studies include works by Gabriel Orozco, John Cage, João Maria 

Gusmão and Pedro Paiva and Tacita Dean. While all can be seen to resist narra-

tive, the thesis will also explore how narrative is unavoidable.  
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“Caminante, son tus huellas  

el camino, y nada más;  

caminante, no hay camino,  

se hace camino al andar.  

Al andar se hace camino,  

y al volver la vista atrás  

se ve la senda que nunca  

se ha de volver a pisar.  

Caminante, no hay camino,  

sino estelas en la mar.” 

“Wayfarer, your footprints  

are the road, nothing else;  

wayfarer, there is no road,  

the road is created as one walks.  

As you walk, the road is created,  

and when you look back  

you see the path that you will never  

tread again.  

Wayfarer, there is no road,  

only ships’ wakes on the sea.” 

Aphorisms and Rhymes XXIX in Fields of Castile by Antonio Machado (2007, p. 386) 
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1- Introduction  

During the years I have been developing this research, both the theme and some 

of the secondary goals I first outlined, suffered major changes. But one thing was 

very clear since the beginning, while my ideas concerning a PhD have been 

shaped by a more traditional way of researching (defining a theme, delimiting 

the subject matter, defining a clear set of goals, choosing the methods – qualita-

tive or quantitative –, producing ‘research-like work’, etc.), I intended to develop 

practice-led research. I have thus definitely assumed my PhD as artistic re-

search and let everything derive from the artwork. The personal journey on the 

PhD became in part the subject of the practice – the pathways and journeys un-

dertaken, the struggle with the structure, the logic and the demands of academic 

research against the freedoms of artistic practice. In his text “The Production of 

Knowledge in Artistic Research”, Henk Borgdorff proposes that artistic research 

invites ‘unfinished thinking’. Hence, it is not formal knowledge that is the 
subject matter of artistic research, but thinking in, through, and with art. … 
Every artist does research as she/he works, as she/he tries to find the right 
material, the right subject, as she/he looks for information and techniques to 
use in her/his studio or atelier, or when she/he encounters something, 
changes something, or begins anew in the course of her/his work (Borgdorff, 
2012, p. 143). 

We can say that in art practice, the “thinking” process has an undefined finish. 

The practice is a continuum that grows and evolves and there are moments 

when the evolving research is made visible: in the form of exhibitions or publica-

tions. Just as “formal knowledge” is not the “subject matter of artistic research”, 

neither are papers and communications their main outcome. An artwork is sup-

posed to be talked about and discussed, but it also has to be viewed, heard, felt 

and experienced in relation to the particular context where it is shown. And in-

deed, research underlies all artistic work, nevertheless, to be configured within 

an academic process, it needs to be consolidated and structured. 

I have used a poem by the Spanish poet António Machado poem as an epigraph 

to this text to highlight an analogy between the “road” and the research process 

as one of continual discovery/construction. The “construction” of the artwork 

was layered in such a way that it picked up its sense along the “journey” of re-

search, with each new artwork that was produced, every word read, exhibition 

visited, films viewed or any experience that I went through (personal or profes-

sional). 
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This research turns in on itself in that it is concerned with how an artist, who at 

the same time is also working as a teacher, makes art in response to both the sit-

uation of undertaking doctoral research and being an academic. In doing so it 

draws attention to the artist/researcher’s own personal narrative and reflects 

upon the understanding of narrative within the art world. Through a series of 

artworks (involving video, photography and installation), the author explores 

the tensions between his open working process as an artist and the more con-

straining process of the PhD research itself. 

I have been using lens-based mediums since the beginning of my art practice. My 

interests span from photography, to film and videoart (both narrative and non-

narrative) and installation. My work is responsive to the idea of (1) structure 

(and the various connotations behind it) and to the (2) dichotomy between prox-

imity / distance. These artistic interests are intrinsically linked to the aims of the 

research since the concern about structure led to questions being raised around 

narrative – as a way to structure different elements in order to convey meaning 

– and to the relation established between the artist/researcher and the research 

itself, which ended up being a long-term relation of many approaches and with-

drawals. 

 (1) The interest in structure relates to the physical structure of the artworks 

themselves and the result of their installation in an exhibition context - the 

sculptural dimension of the artworks reflected, for example, in the importance 

given to the frames that support the photographs. But structure also is con-

cerned with the ways in which my artworks relate to the artist’s persona and to 

the conceptual structure that supports the artworks. Even though self-repre-

sentation is not usual in my artwork, most of it is related to the way that I, as an 

artist and as an individual, deal with certain aspects (expectations, frustrations, 

uncertainties, ironies, coincidences) of my “framing narrative”1. In The Cambridge 

Introduction to Narrative, H. Porter Abbot clearly states that life is not a narrative 

in itself, because a narrative needs a pre-existing story to convey. Even though, 

life can be a “seed-ground of stories” (Abbott, 2008, p. 36), these stories can only 

be understood as “narratives”, if they get to be “structured”, arranged in a way 

they can be represented. Art has an innate ability to resist sense, meaning and 

structure, alongside its strong non-narrative potential. These are probably the 

main elements that stimulate my interest in art. At the same time, they might be 

 
1 Abbott identifies framing narrative when “an embracing narrative acts as a framework within which a multi-
tude of tales are told” (Abbott, 2008, p. 28). 



 

 3 

configured as relevant concerns within a research project. This is why “structur-

ing” (the questions, working process and the resulting artwork) is something 

that this research cannot escape. 

All these concerns are intimately linked to the way the artwork reaches its “au-

dience” and to how individuals interact, experience, relate to the work. When I 

say “audience” I mean “active participants as opposed to passive voyeurs” 

(Rancière, 2011, p. 4), the idea that “being a spectator is not some passive condi-

tion that we should transform into activity” (Rancière, 2011, p. 17). I assume 

that the audience is “emancipated” in the way Rancière puts it and able to, at the 

same time “learn and teach, act and know, as spectators who all the time link 

what we see to what we have seen and said, done and dreamed” (Rancière, 

2011, p. 17). My work is motivated by the intention to, on the one hand, trigger 

the spectators’ “power” to allow them to make their own sense out of the work 

being presented, and on the other incite the need to know more and the will for 

action, in order to escape the position of a “spectator” that is limited to passively 

viewing “in a state of ignorance about the process of production… and about the 

reality it conceals” (Rancière, 2011, p. 2). I seek for the amplification of the poly-

semic experience of my artwork. Not only in terms of its content but also in 

terms of its in situ physical experience. It is important for me to stimulate people 

to look at the work from different perspectives and, as an author that believes in 

the proactive attitude of the viewers, there is always the secret hope that this 

actually happens. As a result, my artworks resist certain conventions and con-

straints— physically coming away from the gallery wall, giving relevance to the 

occupation of the exhibition spaces (e.g. images with elements coming out of 

them as seen in Quixote or the installations in the pieces Experience of Place and 

Coming & Going, which will be discussed in chapter 3.1). At the same time and for 

the same reason, sound becomes an increasingly important expressive element, 

a quality of an artwork that is not contained and can easily contaminate adjacent 

artworks. 

(2) The second concern is related to the dichotomy between proximity and dis-

tance. The “movement” this tension induces is spread throughout this research 

and can be identified in three aspects: (1) the artwork itself as discussed in 

Chapter 3.1- Where Am I and I’m Not There; (2) the work process as it reflects the 

disruptions my research went through and the way I relate to the artistic work-

process because of my approaches and retractions from both the research pro-

cess and the artistic work; (3) the relation set up between the work and the 
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“spectator”2, one that brings them close together to allow for the details to be 

discernible but also pulls them apart so that the oeuvre can be experienced in its 

totality. 

 

The main goal for my research has been to develop a body of work that would al-

low a reflection upon the importance of one’s own personal narrative and the 

way it helps contextualize and solidify an artist’s practice and working pro-

cesses. This work aims at defining the way the artist sees art practice, tradition-

ally averse to regulations and very prone to non-narrative, in a highly regulated 

research environment, which imposes a well-structured, traditional narrative. 

Through a series of different but related artworks (video, photography and in-

stallation), I explore the tensions and collisions between my working process as 

an artist and the process of the PhD research itself. The journey of the doctoral 

research, the difficulties I’ve been through during the course of the work, along 

with the problems encountered and the mistakes made, all are reflected within 

my artistic practice. At the same time, I try to ironically question some sine qua 

non conditions to researching: the importance of the researcher’s immersion 

within a research environment, the order that determines the need for a com-

prehensive theoretical study or a clear set of goals and research questions prior 

to the development of one’s own work. Although the academic rules have to be 

complied with – otherwise there would be no degree attributed at the end of the 

research process – the practice did not follow them in an orderly way: it grew 

not only as a result but also as a trigger to the research. The artworks ironically 

played with those rules, incorporated the difficulties and transformed them so 

that they could be materialized through objects, sound, still and moving images. 

There is no intention to use the art practice to judge academia, but there is the 

intention to contribute to a critical reflexion upon the tension/collision between 

the structure and demands of academia and the more experimental, non-struc-

tured, nature of art making. This is an ongoing discussion that gains weight the 

more artists try to get their work recognized in academia as being valid re-

search. It is not the goal of this practice-based research to solve this discussion. 

But it is important to show that there is a possibility of finding a balance be-

tween academia and art making. There have to be some compromises from both 

 
2 “Spectators” as Rancière understands them should be in order for them to undertake the “new intellectual 
adventure” that is the confrontation with the “new idiom” the “artist” is presenting: “active interpreters, who 
develop their own translation in order to appropriate the ‘story’ and make it their own story” (Rancière, 2011, 
p. 22) 
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sides: academia has to be sufficiently open to accept less linear and well-be-

haved research and art making has to reflect upon, to discuss and argue about 

the work that is being produced. 

These goals are pursued while permanently testing “the adequacy” of my work 

so that it configures a “valid academic research”. This test relates to Borgdorff’s 

account of the research-like dimension of the art practice: 

As a rule, an original contribution in artistic research will result in an original 
work of art, as the relevance of the artistic outcome is one test of the ade-
quacy of the research. The reverse is not true, however; an original artwork 
is not necessarily an outcome of research in the emphatic sense (Borgdorff, 
2012, pp. 161–162). 

By relating the practice to the written component of the research I aim to show 

the ubiquity of narrative in art practice. I intend to realize the role narrative has 

in the construction of a context for understanding and how it can be perceived 

when it is not expressed in the work itself. 

The relation between the practical and the theoretical component will hopefully 

clarify why this work is “artistic research” and not only an “original artwork”. 

This research incorporates a theoretical context that starts by defining what is 

meant by narrative and its inevitability. This context and the interest in art’s 

non-narrative potential supports a study of several works produced by several 

artists, works that resist sense and meaning. This study will try to uncover possi-

ble underlying narratives that can help with the understanding and contextual-

ization of these works. Concerning the practice, I’m proposing a set of non-nar-

rative works, divided by different series, with the intention of supporting a 

structure based on stories that relate to my life and the way I deal with chal-

lenges. And the PhD is the biggest undergoing challenge, which makes it an im-

portant subject of this practice, a research that actually feeds on itself. Also im-

portant are the “stories” that helped shape the (above mentioned) artistic per-

sona and thus building the foundations for the construction of this research, so 

that, in the end, it becomes possible to outline one or more “narratives” of un-

derstanding that can help shed some light upon the questions that are raised in 

chapter 2.1 - Research_questions . The practice culminates in an installation in 

response to a museum that was once the house of a man that built his career as a 

scientist, teacher and researcher but, at the same time, was also an artist: Abel 

Salazar. The installation related my work to Salazar’s own work and stories. 

The goals were shaped, and the meaning started to clear up as the narrative of 

the process evolved. Or, as Borgdorff states “Methodologically speaking, the 

creative process forms the pathway (or part of it) through which new insights, 
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understandings, and products come into being” (Borgdorff, 2012, p. 146). So, 

more than “observing”, “experimenting” was key to the development of the re-

search. Interleaving the experiences of other artists’/authors’ works with one’s 

own artwork experiments and writings. In a practice-based work like this one, it 

is believed that by choosing to “experience” rather than relying solely on “ob-

serving”, the author chooses to act and produce work not only in response to 

what he “observes” but also to trigger the deepening of the research itself. Re-

lated to this dichotomy, Georg Lukács has suggested that: 

The opposition between experiencing and observing is not accidental. It 
arises out of divergent basic positions about life and about the major prob-
lems of society and not just out of divergent artistic methods of handling 
content or one specific aspect of content (1971, p. 116). 

In his text “Narrate or Describe?” Lukács identifies two different approaches to 

writing that, in his view, help define the way some writers relate to their social 

context and to the subjects they decide to write about. Because by “narrating”, 

authors choose to have an active role towards the subjects they are dealing 

with, experience them, so that they can involve their readers in the narratives 

they construct. In his opinion, mere observation, however detailed it may be, re-

sulting in a thorough description of the subjects and situations they choose to 

write about, is no more than “mere filler in the novel” (Lukács, 1971, p. 110). 

The alternatives, experiencing and observing, correspond to what was so-
cially determined for writers of two different periods of capitalism. Narra-
tion and description represent the principal modes of fiction appropriate to 
these periods (Lukács, 1971, p. 119). 

In his analysis, Lukács looks at how two horse races are depicted in Tolstoy’s 

Anna Karenina and in Zola’s Nana. He associates Tolstoy with “narration”, exalt-

ing the way one of his book’s characters (Count Vronsky) is “narrating” the ac-

tions he is involved in “from the standpoint of a participant” (Lukács, 1971, p. 

111). In contrast, Emile Zola, chooses to “describe” the horse race “from the 

standpoint of an observer” (1971, p. 111). He makes it obvious that “These are 

two basically divergent styles. Two basically divergent approaches to reality” 

(Lukács, 1971, p. 120). This opposition – (1) narration resulting from experienc-

ing vs (2) description resulting from observing – fits the artwork produced 

within this research (and also the work produced by the artists discussed in the 

case studies) in a rather oblique way. Most of the time, there is no intention to 

narrate or to describe anything. However, the artwork results both from experi-

ences and observations. Lukács defends narration as a means to reach the audi-

ence in a more efficient way. Both the artists that are studied in this research 
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and the final artwork challenges narration, resists it and tries to hinder the way 

it reaches the public. 

As the work process evolved, narrative’s hovering cloud became eminent. I 

wanted to reflect upon my own artistic work and on its relation and importance 

to my teaching work and to my life, a relation that is not strange to chance, 

which is actually a good thing if we think that “Without chance all narration is 

dead and abstract” (Lukács, 1971, p. 112). 

I intended to produce a body of work that could sustain this reflection. So, my 

own narrative came into play and hence the PhD process itself. This resulted in 

the construction of an artistic research, still a bit of a rogue inside academia, that 

incorporates and questions the process of doing a PhD seen through the stu-

dent’s own experience, revolving around the subject of narrative, many times 

looked at sideways in the art world (as being a kind of a concession to main-

stream, probably because of its relation to movies and a way of saying things in a 

traditionally structured and self-explanatory manner, conceding the viewers an 

easy way in to the work) and highly related to the self. To resist narrative does 

not mean to abolish it or to produce works that oppose it. Actually, it can be said 

that narrative became a stricture and a structure I wanted to both acknowledge 

and resist. 

The main show, where the practical component of the PhD culminated, took 

place at the Museum-House Abel Salazar, a site with a pre-existing narrative, 

the former house of a scientist/artist/researcher, Abel Salazar. This allowed an 

intertwinement between the artworks from both artists, Abel Salazar’s and 

mine. New narrative possibilities were opened up by the context of the installa-

tion and the pathways set up by the varied artworks and their relations and dif-

ferences. By opening up these possibilities, I hope to question my own personal 

narrative and reflect upon the understanding of narrative within the art world. 

As for the motivations, this research project started to be an opportunity to ded-

icate myself to my artistic work in a different context than the one I was used to. 

When I started the research, my full-time teaching job with a lot of administra-

tive responsibilities was the main focus of my professional career, leaving no 

time to my artistic work. Undergoing a PhD, allowed me to continue with my art 

practice in a way it could be profitable by being actively supported and encour-

aged by the higher education institution in which I work. This links to the fact 

that, when working in an academic context, the outcomes of the art practice 

would be more prone to become “artistic research” than plain “art practice” 
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(Borgdorff, 2012, p. 161). Undoubtedly a successful completion would 

strengthen my position as an artist inside the academic institution where I work 

and give me more freedom to continue investing in my artwork. 

The second “motivation” (deliberately between commas) came after I’ve already 

started the research and it was extrinsic to my will: to continue doing something 

I really love - teaching in higher education – it became mandatory to have a PhD 

degree. This obligation is highly questionable because by having a PhD degree, 

one doesn’t become instantly prepared to teach in higher education. But there is 

some logic to this obligation. In order to teach, an artist must be capable of 

thinking and speaking in an articulate way about his own work so that his prac-

tice methodologies can help legitimize and enrich his/her teaching activity, instil 

confidence in the ‘artists to be’ and, of course, with the attribution of the degree, 

contribute to the institution’s credibility. Being an artist and a teacher, I can’t 

avoid having in the back of my mind an argument by Walter Benjamin, relating 

to the role of the “author as a producer” and of what it should represent: 

… it is also necessary for the writer to have a teacher’s attitude. And today 
this is more than ever an essential demand. A writer who does not teach 
other writers teaches nobody. The crucial point, therefore, is that a writer’s 
production must have the character of a model: it must be able to instruct 
other writers in their production and, secondly, it must be able to place an 
improved apparatus at their disposal (Benjamin, 1998, p. 98). 

Although the statement has a somewhat dogmatic tone to it, I see it as an inter-

esting thought involving the relation between practice itself and its conversion 

into teachable substance (certainly more flattering and less ironic than Bernard 

Shaw’s 1903 assertion that “He who can, does. He who cannot, teaches.” (Shaw, 

1999)). 
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2- Theoretical context and case studies 

To establish a framework for the research I started by studying the work of art-

ists that, in one way or the other, influenced my own production or crossed my 

path as an artist. All of them produce work that is commonly accepted as being 

“non-narrative”, or even anti-narrative, in a never-ending effort to avoid mean-

ing, as seems to be the impulse of many art practices. Avoiding meaning does not 

mean they avoid interpretation, in the way Susan Sontag puts it in relation to 

Marx’s and Freud’s doctrines: 

…they have no meaning without interpretation. To understand is to inter-
pret (Sontag, 2009, p. 7). 

Although Marx’s and Freud’s doctrines are intended to have meaning and to be 

interpreted, that is not necessarily the case with artworks. But interpretation is 

something that an artist cannot control3. It depends on the audience who expe-

riences the work. In a quest for understanding, narratives tend to emerge at one 

point or another: as a backdrop for the artwork, when artists or theorists try to 

contextualize it or when audiences try to convey meaning to it. Further down 

this chapter, we explain the reasons for the choices of the artists that appear 

from chapter 2.3 to 2.5. 

The catalyst for this research was Tate Modern’s exhibition “Gabriel Orozco” 

(January 19 - April 25, 2011). I did not know his work when I went to see it, so 

the exhibition was strangely alluring at first. This feeling persisted throughout 

the whole visit, so much so that it remained with me for a few weeks after. The 

overwhelmingness of its impact came afterwards and the reasons were the intri-

guing simplicity and compelling strangeness of some of the pieces and the way 

they look as if they belong in the real world, outside the gallery, and, at the same 

time, as if they were there all along, as a part of a strategy of self-effacement, 

avoiding intelligibility. How could those objects, completely different from each 

other, with no apparent connections between them, make so much sense no 

matter the exhibition room I entered and the route I chose to take (and I took 

several)? And why did they, even before being contextualized, have such a 

prompting power over me? What was the consistent element of all those ob-

jects? 

 
3 Sontag is decisive about it when she writes “It doesn’t matter whether artists intend, or don’t intend, for their 
works to be interpreted.” (2009) 
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Alongside Orozco, three other artists are also study subjects for this work: João 

Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva (a Portuguese artist’s duo) and Tacita Dean. 

There are different reasons for their inclusion. All of them have work that does 

not give in to immediacy, resisting interpretation, but at the same time they en-

compass a kind of hypnotic aesthetic with a subtle humour. Like Orozco, 

Gusmão & Paiva and Tacita Dean produce artworks with no visible narratives, 

works that rely mostly on the material form (the visible). The content (the invisi-

ble) is also there, but normally given through books with selections of texts that 

are relevant for the artists (Gusmão & Paiva), interviews (Orozco and Dean) and 

contextualizing texts by critics and curators, published in exhibition catalogues. 

Although they are non-narratives, many of these artworks rely on narratives. 

They are normally related to fantasies or strange events with mysterious char-

acters developing unlikely actions, for example Donald Crowhurst’s failed cir-

cumnavigation at the Sunday Times Golden Globe Race (which led Tacita Dean 

to produce Teignmouth Electron in 1999), the “binary star system for the planet 

Tatooine in Star Wars” (Jakubowicz, 2012) that relates to João Maria Gusmão 

and Pedro Paiva’s Three Suns (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009a) or São Tomé’s D’Jambi 

rituals where “ailing” or “possessed” people are cured or released from evil spir-

its (Lima, 2011) depicted in Papagaio (Gusmão and Paiva, 2014b). The artworks 

are not depictions of these narratives, but they get part of their content from 

these stories and they surely get a framing context that helps the audience to 

convey some meaning about them. In the text Against Interpretation (2009) Su-

san Sontag argues about the concepts of form and content, interpretation and 

meaning. In the beginning, when Sontag explains the need for art to be de-

fended, she writes about the “birth to the odd vision” concerning the separation 

between form and content, one that “makes content essential and form acces-

sory” (2009, p. 4). This urge to defend art is sustained on the idea that 

all Western consciousness of and reflection upon art have remained within 
the confines staked out by the Greek theory of art as mimesis or representa-
tion (2009, p. 4). 

To escape the “danger” of the “superficiality of the form” – a danger that could 

empower Plato’s reductive vision of art, assigning it a dubious value -, the em-

phasis starts shifting from form to content. It shifted to a point that the precon-

ception of an artwork being “primarily its content, … still exerts an extraordinary 

hegemony” (Sontag, 2009, p. 5). In this essay (originally published in 1964), Son-

tag already defended that the notion of content was “mainly a hindrance, a nui-
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sance, a subtle or not so subtle philistinism” (2009, p. 5), because it exhorts in-

terpretation, in order for the artworks to be understood. She claimed that inter-

pretation “poisons our sensibilities” and represents “the revenge of the intellect 

upon art” (2009, p. 7). In this moment in time, it might be said that form and con-

tent are intrinsically linked and dogmas that favour one over the other can be 

difficult to defend. Excessive concern over content should not hinder the pri-

mary pleasure of appreciating a work of art for what is visible/audible/experi-

enceable. And the opposite should not stop the viewers from going deeper into 

what is underneath the visible layers of the work itself. The artists discussed in 

this research are well balanced in terms of how they relate form and content. 

Their artworks have a suggestive strength that makes them interesting objects 

to look at or to listen to, even if they are decontextualized. But they are empow-

ered content wise whenever they are grouped and presented next to works that 

came before and after or when we are given a context of the artist’s journey and 

interests. 

The importance that all of them give to the materiality of the mediums is essen-

tial. A common element in Gusmão & Paiva’s and Dean’s work is the inclusion of 

the projectors within the exhibition context or the construction of a special 

structure to accommodate the projections, adding a sculptural element to the 

films that are being shown. When it comes to Gabriel Orozco there is the use of 

common physical materials that have already gone through or, at some point, 

would be put through some kind of reality process – Yielding Stone (1992), Lintels 

(2001) or Chicotes (2010). The formal aspects are important because they make 

these artists’ works unreadable, making them experienceable. However, in João 

Maria Gusmão & Pedro Paiva’s and in Tacita Dean’s work there is a clear play 

with the narrative, even though in a weird manner. With Orozco there is no in-

terest or play with it. Everything is about the materiality of the sculptures and 

their processes of production. The importance given to the structure of the 

works, their form and materiality in the way they are exhibited, finds connec-

tions with structuralist films and expanded cinema. When arguing about struc-

turalist films, Peter Gidal stats that they tend “towards increased materialism 

and materialist function does not represent or document anything” (1976, p. 1). 

The artworks by the artists chosen within the context of this research, are in 

most cases non-representational but they create a sensory relation with the 

viewers who “attempt to decipher the structure and anticipate/recorrect it, to 

clarify and analyse the production-process of the specific image at any specific 
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moment’ (Gidal, 1976, p. 1). My relationship with these artists, and their im-

portance to the main element of this research – the practice –, is also a sensorial 

one and that is why the thesis is focused on them, and in the discussion around 

narrative concerning their supposedly non-narrative work and how it relates to 

my own practice. The relation to structuralism and expanded cinema is acknowl-

edged but it was not further explored. 

The last reason for this choice of artists has to do with the apparent absurdity of 

some themes and the unconventional and highly experimental methodological 

approaches. This aspect is related to the first one (resisting immediacy with a 

subtle irony) because of the humorous tone that derives from the playfulness 

that seems to have existed throughout the production of the work. 

It is important to highlight the role that the openness to chance had in the 

course of these choices. A sort of chance that is sought for, cherished and incor-

porated both in the practice and in its theoretical support. From the unexpected 

impact that the visit to Orozco’s 2011 Tate exhibition had, to the immediate re-

lation established between him and the Portuguese duo João Maria Gusmão and 

Pedro Paiva, who also had an important exhibition in Portugal in the same year, 

following the Portuguese representation in Venice in 2009. Besides this chrono-

logical relation there is also the ambiguous way their works relate. They both 

use sculpture and photography, although Orozco’s sculptures normally have a 

direct connection to the real and Gusmão & Paiva to the unreal, allusions to fa-

bles and metaphysical elements. Orozco’s photographs have a documentary 

tone with some minor interventions by the artist and are accompanied with sug-

gestive titles. The still images from Gusmão & Paiva’s are constructed tableaux, 

many times showing objects or situations that (like Orozco’s sculptures) are 

closely related to the real. Some of these still images relate to the videos (time 

based) the same way that many of Orozco’s photographs (Turista Maluco, for ex-

ample) are a result of an unregistered performance (also a time-based expres-

sion, as it unfolds over a period of time). The same thing happens with his sculp-

tures. The Yielding Stone for example is the result of a physical performance: roll-

ing a sphere of plasticine on the street, to catch the debris surrounding the mu-

seum space. These two artists have no relation to sound - Gusmão & Paiva’s 

films are soundless, although the sound of the projectors is always present at 

their shows. Orozco’s works never include sound. But they both relate to time, 

as does sound. Gusmão & Paiva with their films and frozen actions shown in 
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some of the photographs and Orozco because of the dependence on time to de-

velop the performances that result in three-dimensional objects or photographs. 

They need time, to exist, to evolve, to entangle with others. This absence of 

sound links to John Cage’s “silence”. I came to him because of his only film, One11 

(Cage, 1992) a non-narrative produced in the year of his death where he applied 

highly elaborated “chance operations” (his lifelong method of working) to pro-

duce the images. This film was the visual equivalent to 4’33’’ (Cage, 1952), the 

‘silent’ musical work. And the same way sound needs time, silence also needs it, 

to make it clear that it is something that does not exist. 4’33’’ gives us enough 

time to understand that. 

Cage’s film appeared by chance in a research that had nothing to do with this 

one. But he relates to this work also for his idea of silence and reception and 

openness. The narrative is never given, but inevitably prompted by memories 

and associations to do with materials, forms and experiences. It is a film that 

contrasts with normal film’s narrative associations, structures and communica-

tive potential. At the same time, it is concerned with the material of light, which 

becomes the subject, the matter and the form. Concerning structural films, Pe-

ter Gidal stated that “the dialectic of the film is established in that space of ten-

sion between materialist flatness, grain, light, movement, and the supposed real-

ity that is represented” (1976, p. 1). This tension will be brought forward in chap-

ter 2.2 as One11 will be used as an example to test Jacques Aumont’s argument 

concerning the injection of “narrative where it does not exist.” (Aumont et al., 

1992, p. 71) 

Finally, Tacita Dean, a British artist interested in naming and language and the 

play of meaning. Like the other artists, Dean’s name also came by chance. It 

turned out that she has a particular interest with names and produced a film in 

the Museum of Serralves, in Porto / Portugal, my hometown: Boots (2003). 

Chapter 2.2 engages with theorists that present different views on the defini-

tion of narrative and, in some cases, defends the ubiquity of narrative4. Some of 

these theorists stress the importance of narrative to convey meaning to every-

thing that surrounds us, something that is in our nature to do, as they argue. At 

any point they said that non-narrative equals non-meaning. With regard to art-

work, it is believed that there is always some kind of meaning to be attached to 

every work. That meaning is not necessarily the one that the artist intended and 

 
4 The idea that narrative is always present and is impossible to escape from. 
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it can be there even when the artists did not intend it to exist. As stated before, 

it will depend on the audience to interpret, to understand. When Barthes and 

Duisit write 

Even though a detail might appear unequivocally trivial, impervious to any 
function, it would nonetheless end up pointing to its own absurdity or use-
lessness: everything has a meaning, or nothing has. To put it in a different 
way, Art does not acknowledge the existence of noise (in the informational 
sense of the word). It is a pure system: there are no wasted units, and there 
can never be any, however long, loose, or tenuous the threads which link 
them to one of the levels of the story (1975, p. 245). 

They are defending the idea that in art, as in narratives, every element exists for 

a reason and the artwork cannot escape meaning being attached to it. Art only 

complies with fortuitousness when chance is an intentional element of the art-

ist’s working methodology. If some element appears by chance, the artist has the 

choice to incorporate it, making it a part of the artwork or, if she/he thinks it is 

irrelevant, that element is taken out. That is why “… Art does not acknowledge 

the existence of noise…”. If it disturbs the harmony of the artwork – or at least 

the one that the artist wanted it to have – then it becomes noise and conse-

quently is removed from the final work.  

So, non-narrative might be a strategy to avoid a straightforward meaning mak-

ing and to allow for the work to be opened for the spectators to easily construct 

narratives from it. On the other hand, when an artwork has a literal meaning, it 

is like a puzzle with its resolution printed next to it: it does not require thought. 

Chapters 2.3 until 2.5, are a quest for a narrative of understanding of the pro-

posed artists, some sort of structure that will hopefully help with the creation of 

a meaningful context for the exhibited practice. Picking up on what Raymond 

Bellour said when citing his interviewee Roland Barthes (in an interview for the 

journal ‘Les Lettres françaises’, from May 19705), there is no pretention to re-

veal the structure of these artists’ work, instead these chapters intend to pro-

duce a “structuration” that can help establish a relation between these artist’s 

work processes and the practical component of this research. This idea was in-

troduced by Barthes in his 1970’s book S/Z (2002, p. 5) and comes in relation to 

the distinction between “readerly and writerly texts”. Readerly texts can be 

seen as closed texts, they can be read but not rewritten, the reader is subjected 

to consume these texts; Barthes  sees any readerly text as a “classic text” - in The 

 
5 “What is importante is not to reveal a structure but (as much as possible) to produce a structuration.” 
(Barthes and Bellour, 1991, p. 73) 
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Pleasure of the Text (1998, p. 12) he mentions Jules Verne as an example. Writ-

erly texts are the opposite, the reader can be a “producer of the text” because 

the writerly is not a “product” it is more of a context where a product can be pro-

duced, one that is completely free and open, where there are no limitations. 

When poetically describing the writerly, Barthes states: 

The writerly is the novelistic without the novel, poetry without the poem, 
the essay without the dissertation, writing without style, production without 
product, structuration without structure (2002, p. 5). 

All of this research is based upon a “writerly model” and, with the relation be-

tween the practice and theoretical components, hopes to get some “readerly” 

properties in order to be inserted in an academic framework more easily. So, 

“producing a structuration”, according to Barthes, has more to do with giving 

some guidance in order for the readers to have freedom to construct their own 

meaning than to define a clear and closed structure that would limit these same 

readers to see things in a predetermined way. Barthes is talking about texts, but 

the art form is distinct, and, by its nature, it is prone to challenge narrative. So, 

even if the written component of the research has to respond to a somehow 

“readerly model”, the practice will have affinities with the writerly text. It in-

tends to challenge the spectators, to leave meaning open so that they can partic-

ipate as “producers”, rather than mere observers. It does so because the exhibi-

tion where these artworks are integrated can be viewed from different perspec-

tives and in a different order from the one in which it was constructed in the first 

place. 
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2.1- Research questions 

In the beginning there was the intention to explore how art could be used to test 

the limits of narrative and approach a non-narrative condition. From this arose 

the first question: can a so-called non-narrative artwork, be truly without a nar-

rative? The answer to this question was an easy one to get: yes, it can, but only if 

we see it with no contextualization. There are numerous examples of it, some 

are non-representational but that is not an essential condition. 

But is it possible to completely escape something that is intrinsic to the human 

being (Barthes and Duisit, 1975)? Can we say that, when it’s not in the work it-

self (still or moving images), narrative is suggested and left to the spectator to 

process? Does she/he need to construct it to convey meaning? The author H. 

Porter Abbott answers these questions when he states that: 

… our narrative perception stands ready to be activated in order to give us a 
frame or context for even the most static and uneventful scenes. And with-
out understanding the narrative, we often feel we don’t understand what we 
see. We cannot find the meaning. Meaning and narrative understanding are 
very closely connected… (Abbott, 2008, p. 10) 

 

And this connection comes because narrative can be seen as one way of inter-

preting. A way that hopefully doesn’t fall into the arrogance that makes Sontag 

say that art was in need of “more attention to form” (2009, p. 13), so that it be-

comes more transparent in order to silence the “arrogance of interpretation”. 

When art is non-narrative, it resists interpretation. Narrative doesn’t neces-

sarily give meaning to the artwork, neither fills it with content, but it helps to 

build a context for it. A context that would improve the viewer’s fruition of the 

works. And because they are linked (as stated before), form - what people see / 

feel / experience – and content – what is hidden and opened up by interpreta-

tion – should also be linked. 

As will be argued in the next chapter, many authors that study narrative, in one 

way or another, defend its inescapability. I’m increasingly tending to see it as a 

kind of unavoidable black hole, one that I’m attracted to, whenever I need to con-

textualize my artwork and that, until recently (before this research), I fought not 

to let my artwork fall into. Actually, this black hole effect is comparable to the 
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process of developing a PhD research. Only in this case, once in it, the only pos-

sibility to come out successfully, is to let oneself be sucked into it6.  

To practice art under an academic umbrella makes it an absolute need for an art-

ist to explain, justify, contextualize the artwork she or he develops. This is a 

mandatory condition to have a peer validation of the practice and to get the de-

gree the artist applied to in the first place. And this is an aspect with which I have 

struggled since the beginning of this process: expound my artwork, since despite 

its clarity to me, it’s not as self-explanatory as sometimes I would like it to be. 

Like Henk Borgdorff I believe art “invites reflection, yet it eludes any defining 

thought regarding its content.” (Borgdorff, 2012, p. 145) The openness of the 

artwork and its resistance to meaning is something I wanted to maintain but also 

produce research at the same time. In terms of the artwork, the question of 

openness depends on what the artist chooses to leave undefined. Umberto Eco 

addresses this issue in the first chapter of The Open Work (1989), where he 

starts by giving some examples of musical scores that are deliberately left open 

by the composers, giving the interpreters different approach options to the 

scores7. These scores 

... appeal to the initiative of the individual performer, and hence they offer 
themselves not as finite works which prescribe specific repetition along 
given structural coordinates but as ‘open’ works, which are brought to their 
conclusion by the performer at the same time as he experiences them on an 
aesthetic plane (Eco, 1989, p. 3). 

In the case of this research, the outcomes are artworks that will not be sub-

jected to transformations by the public after they are shown. Their openness is 

supposed be on a less tangible level because, as Umberto Eco mentions, they will 

have a 

closed form in its uniqueness as a balanced organic whole. While at the same 
time constituting an open product on account of its susceptibility to 
countless different interpretations which do not impinge on its 
unadulterable specificity (1989, p. 4). 

 

After finding an answer to the question can a so-called non-narrative artwork, 

be truly without a narrative?, a handful of new questions arose. Is narrative inev-

itable to all artistic works or can art resist and counter narrative structures? 

Does an artist’s working process necessarily involve a narrative? And does the 

 
6 And, unlike what was defended for many years, it looks like it actually is possible to come out of a black hole 
after all, at least that’s what Stephen Hawking defended recently: “Things can get out of a black hole, both to 
the outside, and possibly, to another universe.” (Hawking, 2008) 

7 The examples Eco gives are the scores Klavierstiick XI by Karlheinz Stockhausen, Sequence for Solo Flute by 
Luciano Berio, Scambi by Henri Pousseur and the Third Sonata for Piano by Pierre Boulez. 
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process of undertaking art as academic research mean it is harder to avoid nar-

rative and the demand for intelligibility and coherence? Would it be possible to 

use it to convert plain art practice into artistic research? Could it be the leitmotif 

to a self-reflective PhD research? 

I believe these questions are intrinsically linked to my concerns as an artist. As 

mentioned above, the relevance of structure exists mostly in a physical/tangible 

level. Now narrative brings it to a methodological one: an artwork might start 

from a predetermined idea or it can be the result of a momentary thrust but, at 

some point, it will be added to the conceptual framework of the author’s oeuvre. 

If it can not be structured in a way that it fits the contextual narrative of the au-

thor’s body of work, it will be set apart from it. This structuring process takes 

time and it implies moving back and forth, a continuous flow between immersion 

and detachment (related to the dichotomy between proximity and distance). 

The study of narrative helped clarify its relation to the PhD process. A PhD re-

search has all the elements that are common to different definitions of narra-

tive: successive events with increasing difficulty (meetings, presentations, the 

viva voce, etc.), actors (tutors, student, etc.), actions (undertaken both by the tu-

tors and the students), a defined structure, and so on. And this makes a PhD not 

much different from life itself. Even in the beginning and in the end they resem-

ble. They should begin as a free choice and, as Pasolini said in his 1967 essay “Is 

Being Natural?”, they “can be completely and truly deciphered only after death” 

(Pasolini, 2005, p. 242). 

Being so, this research is also about an artist who is used to producing non-nar-

rative work, with varied contexts, going through the process of structuring a 

PhD research, trying to convey a non-narrative process (artistic creation) in a 

highly narrative context (academic). All the previously raised questions imply a 

broad understanding of the meaning of narrative. I am not looking at it as if it 

were an easily recognizable, fictional or documentary sequence of events with 

characters.  
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2.2- The inevitable narrative 

Moreover, in this infinite variety of forms, it is present at all times, in all 
places, in all societies; indeed narrative starts with the very history of man-
kind; there is not, there has never been anywhere, any people without narra-
tive; … (Barthes and Duisit, 1975, p. 237). 

Observers hardly establish any connection with an artwork when there’s noth-

ing in it that promotes any kind of empathy: elements referring to situations, ex-

periences, stories or known contexts, or even aspects that generate curiosity, 

enabling a deeper understanding of these contexts. To establish this connection, 

a narrative will have to appear sooner or later. 

As a starting point, it is important to define what is meant by narrative. Ap-

proaches to its definition are several. This research is dealing with it as a way to 

convey a structure that could help discern a basis of understanding to the practi-

cal component. All the studied authors have different approaches to the notion 

of narrative. But it is possible to find common elements that allow us to verify 

that they are present in almost anything. 

In the text "An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," Barthes 

and Duisit assume narrative as being "present at all times, all places, all socie-

ties," they presume that it is intrinsic to the human being”. In fact, because our 

life is unfolded over time, because it has “actors" and also because it is a succes-

sion of events that interrelate, life could be seen as a narrative that accompanies 

us from when we appear until we cease to exist. However, it is not exhausted in 

that short period of time, because it existed before and will continue to unfold, 

long before and after our personal existence. In order to define a course for the 

complexity of the subject that these authors decided to analyse, they dissected 

the structure of the narrative and the way it is presented in language. They ar-

gue that, in structural terms: 

... narrative belongs with the sentence without ever being reducible to the 
sum of its sentences: a narrative is a large sentence, just as any declarative 
sentence is, in a certain way, the outline of a little narrative. (Barthes and 
Duisit, 1975, p. 241) 

After all, a narrative is like all complex things, it is never the sum of its individual 

elements because this sum produces entwinements that in themselves, enrich 

the whole. When Barthes writes about narrative, normally the word structure 

appears close to it. And structure is related not only to the form of texts – what 

Barthes discusses - and artworks – what is being discussed here, but also to the 

way their content can be interpreted. Even though he discusses narrative and 
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structure, in The Pleasure of the Text (1998), originally written in 1973, he states 

that: 

… what I enjoy in a narrative is not directly its content or even its structure, 
but rather the abrasions I impose upon the fine surface: I read on, I skip, I 
look up, I dip in again (1998, p. 11). 

He argues that intermittence8 is key. This “intermittence” is the one between 

the attention paid to some parts of what he names as “great narratives”9 and the 

skipping of other parts. The same way the “most erotic portion of a body” ap-

pears “where the garment gapes”, in a text, the quest for pleasure takes the 

readers “to skim or to skip certain passages (anticipated as ‘boring’) in order to 

get more quickly to the warmer parts…” (Barthes, 1998, pp. 9, 11). Even a well-

structured narrative can give way for tmesis10 to come in – a “source or figure of 

pleasure” that is not predictable by the authors because “he cannot choose to 

write what will not be read”, according to Barthes. The ways that the audience 

will see, read, listen or experience their works is something that authors cannot 

completely control. And it is “the very rhythm of what is read and what is not 

read that creates the pleasure” (Barthes, 1998, p. 11). And it is possible to say 

that this intermittence is present both in The Pleasure of the Text and in The Em-

pire of Signs. These books can be seen to be ‘writerly’, because they demand that 

the readers have to work for meaning and sense. 

In The Empire of Signs (1982), originally written in 1970, he tries to give meaning 

and structure to a narrative about a culture he does not know, but is fascinated 

with: Japan’s. Although it is a culture filled with signs and symbols, they are not 

easily accessible to people outside their context, to whom they suggest more 

than they reveal. All throughout the book, Barthes conveys some readerly prop-

erties to a somehow writerly context. In this relatively short book, with twenty-

two small chapters, he dedicates four to a paradigmatic element of this culture: 

Haikus. They are readerly in form, but writerly in terms of content. In the next 

chapter there will be established a connection between these poems and Ga-

briel Orozco’s work. 

 
8 “... the intermittence of skin flashing between two articles of clothing (trousers and sweater), between two 
edges (the open-necked shirt, the glove and the sleeve)...” (Barthes, 1998, p. 10) 

9 In “The Pleasure of the Text” Barthes mentions many times writers like Marcel Proust, Honoré de Balzac, 
Émile Zola, Leo Tolstoy. 

10 “The separation of parts of a compound word by an intervening word or words, used mainly in informal 
speech for emphasis” (Oxford Dictionary, no date b) 
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In The Pleasure of the Text (1998), the writerly is omnipresent. From the content 

index that has no straight correspondence in the text, to the physical gaps be-

tween the paragraphs – sometimes just a blank white space, others a space with 

three ‘~’ symbols – to the continuity jumps that make the fluidity of the text a 

secondary concern, privileging the “pleasure” of writing. It is very much a writ-

erly text. 

Barthes is demanding on the readers, but despite the preference for the writ-

erly, these texts are able to preserve some readerly properties. They attract the 

readers through the readerly, to then keep them inside with the writerly. This is 

something that is longed for in the practical component of this research. In a 

first approach, the artworks intend to have some “readerly” properties, in order 

to provide a way into the work. Their form is carefully constructed and some-

how pleasant at sight, the elements within them are figurative and are easy to 

establish relations with. But there is not a given meaning to the individual works, 

they are not clear in terms of their narrative and in how they relate to each 

other. And by resisting the possibility of narratives in the artwork, there is the 

intention to put more demands on the spectator. 

 

In Narratology, Mieke Bal defines the narrative in its textual dimension. To do so, 

she establishes a theory for narrative texts that is based on the distinction be-

tween text (the linguistic structure and the different actors involved), the story 

(the arrangement of the content in a specific form) and the fable (content struc-

ture, real or fictional) (Bal, 1985) and clearly defines the concepts: 

… a text is a finite, structured whole composed of language signs. A narrative 
text is a text in which an agent relates a narrative. A story is a fabula that is 
presented in a certain manner. A fabula is a series of logically and chronolog-
ically related events that are caused or experienced by actors. An event is 
the transition from one state to another state. Actors are agents that per-
form actions. They are not necessarily human. To act is defined here as to 
cause or to experience an event (Bal, 1985, p. 5). 

She defends that all narratives need a “speaker”, some sort of “narrator” and 

that “’I’ can only be ‘I’ if there is a ‘you’ who allows it” (Bal, 2009, p. 65). Meaning 

that, besides the “speaker” there is also the need for someone to decode what is 

being communicated and she defends that these roles are not fixed, as it appears 

to be common sense by now. The definitions transcribed above are organized in 

a hierarchic structure from the concept that encompasses all the others, the 

narrative text, to the smallest elements that embody a narrative: the “act” or the 

“event”. 
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On the other hand, Gerald Prince’s definition of narrative, in his A Dictionary of 

Narratology, occupies three pages, spreading through ten different entries that 

morphologically derived from the word or that use derivatives to form concepts: 

‘narratable’, ‘narrated’, ‘narrate’, ‘narrating’, ‘narration’, ‘narrativics’, ‘narrativ-

ity’, ‘narratized discourse’ or ‘speech’, ‘narratology’, ‘narrator’. Briefly, Prince de-

fines narrative as: 

The recounting … of one or more real or fictitious EVENTS communicated by 
one, two, or several (more or less overt) NARRATORS to one, two, or several 
(more or less overt) NARRATEES. … In order to distinguish narrative from 
mere event description, some narratologists (Labov, Prince, Rimmon-Kenan) 
have defined it as the recounting of at least two real or fictive events (or one 
situation and one event)… In order to distinguish it from the recounting of a 
random series of situations and events, narratologists (Danto, Greimas, 
Todorov) have also argued that narrative must have a continuant subject 
and constitute a whole (Prince, 1987, p. 58). 

Like Mieke Bal, the definition is also very structuralist-inspired, a characteristic 

Gerald Prince associates to ‘narratology’ - the theory that studies narrative’s 

“nature, form and functioning” in whatever “mediums” they are represented, 

looking for common elements and distinctions in a pursuit to fathom narrative 

(Prince, 1987, p. 65). The simplicity of the definition opens the possibility for al-

most anything to be regarded as narrative, requiring that a number of narratolo-

gists narrow down the possibilities by imposing a minimum number of events 

needed for something to be seen as a narrative and also that these events have 

to be related so that the subject maintains its identity throughout the different 

events, an identity that can give unity to the whole. Although focusing on the 

textual means of representing narratives, Prince, like Barthes and Bal, considers 

images, both still and moving, as one of the “media of representation of narra-

tives”, along with the “oral, written and sign languages,… gestures, music or any 

ordered combination thereof” (Prince, 1987, p. 58). It is considered that this ar-

gument enhances the “narrativity”11 of all art forms, however abstract or distant 

from narrative they might be. 

This argument is corroborated by Jacques Aumont, Alain Bergala, Michel Marie 

and Marc Vernet in the chapter “Cinema and Narration” from the book Aesthet-

ics of Film. The authors start by noting that, in contemporaneity, when one talks 

about films, it is considered that they have narratives encrusted in them. When 

films started to be made this wasn’t at all linear. At this time, the recounting of 

stories, was more a function of the theatre or the novel. Film was seen as a 

 
11 “The set of properties characterizing narrative and distinguishing it from non-narrative…” (Prince, 1987, p. 
64) 
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“technical novelty”, “a rather vulgar spectacle” and, when in a more serious per-

spective, a tool to document events (Aumont et al., 1992, pp. 68–70). The reason 

for this association between images and narrative is argued when the authors 

argue that: 

Thus, by the weight of the social system to which the represented object be-
longs, and by its visible presence, every figuration and representation calls 
forth narration, or at least an embryonic form of it. To prove this point, it 
should be sufficient to think of the first photographic portraits and recall 
that they can instantly become small narratives for us (Aumont et al., 1992, 
p. 69). 

It is believed that their example is sufficient because it can be transposed to vir-

tually every context. A photographic portrait is naturally prone to narrative. But 

it is believed that no matter the element (even the non-figurative or non-repre-

sentational), narrativity is always present, many times in a dormant state, on the 

verge of being awakened by whoever has the interest of structuring the loose 

elements in order to construct a basis for understanding. And people tend to be 

real time narrators / organizers of ongoing or previously unstructured sets of 

events or actions carried out by “actors”12, while at the same time being also nar-

ratees13, or the ones to whom the narrative is being “narrated to” (Prince, 1987, 

p. 57). 

As with Barthes and Duisit, the authors of the Aesthetics of Film state that “Nar-

rating consists of relating an event, whether real or imaginary” (Aumont et al., 

1992, p. 70) And “relating” is the key: an event does not function as a narrative 

in a standalone mode, it needs other elements to be framed with, a context or, as 

Aumont et al. state, a “diegetic universe”14. 

Some disbelief and irony comes up when they refer to non-narrative cinema be-

cause of its difficulty to escape “certain traits of the narrative film” (Aumont et 

al., 1992, p. 71). This apparent disbelief in non-narrative is stated when they say 

that 

...in order for a film to be truly non-narrative, it would need to be nonrepre-
sentational. This is to say that one would not recognize anything in the image 
and that temporal, sequential, or cause – and – effect relations could not be 

 
12 As Gerald Prince puts it, it does not need to “appear as an anthropomorphic being… (it) can be individual 
(John, Mary) or collective (a subway crowd), figurative (anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, etc.) or nonfigurative 
(fate).” (1987, p. 3) 

13 Prince stats that “There is at least one (more or less overtly represented) narratee per narrative, located at 
the same diegetic level as the narrator addressing him or her.” And it is not unusual for us to take part in “self-
narrated monologues”, sometimes verbalized ones and therefore audible, others, ones that we keep to our-
selves thus muted (1987, pp. 57, 84) 

14 As the authors believe, a universe that incorporates “the series of narrative events, and their assumed frame 
(geographic, historic, or social)…”, one that does not have an obvious meaning because “it is simultaneously 
what produces the story, what the story is built upon, and what it refers to.” (Aumont et al., 1992, p. 90) 
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perceived between the shots or the elements of the image (Aumont et al., 
1992, p. 71). 

But after opening up this possibility, their statement about the possibility of 

making films with no narrative whatsoever or, at least, with the suggestion of 

one, is improbable because: 

… if such a film were possible, the spectator, being accustomed to the pres-
ence of fiction, would still have a tendency to re-inject narrative where it 
does not exist; any line or any colour may serve to engage fictionality 
(Aumont et al., 1992, p. 71). 

 

We believe it is possible at least to test this statement with an example briefly 

mentioned in chapter 2 (in relation to Gabriel Orozco and João Maria Gusmão 

and Pedro Paiva): John Cage’s film One11 or One11 and 103 (Cage and Lohner, 

1992). The last title is the title used when the film is presented with one of 

Cage’s Number Pieces. 

The film originally premiered in its complete form in Cologne, September 19, 

1992 (John Cage Trust, no date). 

 

Figure 1 - Still frame of One11 and 103, Film 35mm, B&W, stereo sound, 90’ (Cage and Lohner, 1992). 

 

John Cage was born in 1912, in Los Angeles, USA and died in august of the same 

year he made his only film – 1992. He was an artist with a varied range of inter-

ests from painting, to installation, performance, etc. However, his main area of 
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expertise was music where he intervened as composer and theorist. He was also 

important in dance, for the relation he had with Merce Cunnhingham. 

One11 is a film shot in 35mm black and white film, where the viewers can see 

lights being projected onto a white television studio cyclorama15 located in Mu-

nich, as the camera pans over it. The light beams assume round and oval forms, 

sometimes with a hard edge, others more softened, and the sizes vary so that 

the beam, at some points, occupies the whole screen and others just a portion. 

There are many moments when the screen is dark, but there is never an abrupt 

change in the image. 

Everything we see in the film follows Cage’s principle of chance determinacy: by 

using chance operations, the author is liberated from his/her personal prefer-

ences and idiosyncrasies. So, everything in this film is a result of chance opera-

tions. The position of the lights, their angle of inclination, the degree of the 

beam’s diffusion and also the operation of the camera, was determined by a nu-

merical organization defined by computer software. Even the editing process 

follows a “completely composed performance score realized with the aid of 

Cage’s chance operations” (Lohner, 2006). Nonetheless, the conversion of the 

computer outputs into the projections of light was done by people (the opera-

tion of the camera, the tuning adjustments of the lights, the introduction of the 

values in the light control unit).  

But using chance does not mean that the operations are arbitrary. There are 

choices made by the author that limit the infinite possible options and the shoot-

ing process is very meticulous, as we can see by Kenneth Silverman’s description 

He conceived One11 as consisting of seventeen sections, the number of parts 
he discerned in ‘Ulysses’. … Working with Andrew Culver, he chance-deter-
mined such elements of production as the changing placement and move-
ment of cameras and the 168 lights. The complete performance score re-
quires twelve hundred such changes. ... While overseeing the filmmaking he 
decided that One11 might be accompanied by an orchestral number piece he 
had composed earlier, 103. Each instrument of the large orchestra plays a 
series of single tones, producing what he described as ‘solos performed sim-
ultaneously’ (Silverman, 2010, pp. 406–407). 

 

What is referred to as “sections” can be designated (in filmic language) as 

scenes. All of these scenes were divided in different takes. The rigour in the pro-

cess led to an uncommon shooting ratio of 1:1.4, meaning that for a total length 

 
15 An arched cloth (stretched tight) or a wall, with no visible corners, set around the back of a stage set. 
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of the film of about 2800 meters, there was a negligible surplus of only 600 me-

ters of film that was not usable for the film itself, but in the editing process, they 

inserted it into the initial credits, so that it was not wasted (Lohner, 2006) 

About  One11 Cage wrote: 

One11 is a film without subject. There is light but no persons, no things, no 
ideas about repetition and variation. It is meaningless activity which is none-
theless communicative, like light itself, escaping our attention as communi-
cation because it has no content to restrict its transforming and informing 
power (Electronic Arts Intermix, no date). 

His point of view makes it quite simple: this film is devoid of narrative. Although 

the entire set-up was carefully orchestrated by Cage with the help of the rest of 

the technical and creative team (namely the cinematographer/performer and 

the director). The film appears to be random, but the methodology that led to its 

creation was very well structured, although it was invisible. 

 

 

Figure 2 - Still frames of One11 and 103, Film 35mm, B&W, stereo sound, 90’ (Cage and Lohner, 1992). 
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The images don’t inform us about anything, they don’t describe anything, there 

is no narration. Actually, this is the only film Cage could have done. It ends up 

being the visual response to his 1952 4’33’’, originally composed for piano, 

where the interpreters have to adhere to stringent four minutes and thirty-

three seconds of silence.  

In this type of performance, the instrumentalist's freedom is a function of the 

narrative structure of the piece, which allows him to mount the sequence of 

musical units in the order he chooses. (Eco, 1989, p. 1) 

The only thing the silence on stage could do would be to enhance all the sur-

rounding sounds. He was very clear about that when he wrote: 

There is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time. There is always 
something to see, something to hear. In fact, try as we may to make a silence, 
we cannot… Until I die there will be sounds. And they will continue following 
my death (Cage, 1961a, p. 8). 

Light itself is invisible. It is only possible to be aware of it when it reflects on 

something. In One11, the element that reflects the light is the white cyclorama. 

Even though it might be thought that there would be nothing to see, there are 

the obvious margins of the light beams moving across the surface, which allows 

us to see different focused and out of focus shapes, overlapping beams and dif-

ferent tonalities of light – from pitch black, when the light is absent, to different 

shades of grey and bright white, when the beams fill all the screen. There are 

also the less noticeable elements: the creases on the surface of some of the less 

stretched out parts of the cyclorama. One11 might be without a subject, but it has 

many things to be seen. 

What interested Cage in the music he did was, above all, its essence: the sound. 

In One11 he also sought the essential element to image recording: the light. This 

element interests him in such a way that the cinematographer, Van Theodore 

Carlson, appears in the credits as the performer. 

With narrative omnipresence premise in mind, in a film like One11, the challenge 

is in the quest for it. We can easily agree that this film does not narrate, it is 

“nonrepresentational” (Aumont et al., 1992, p. 71) and it doesn’t have “a begin-

ning, a middle, and an end”. But this absence of narrative will hardly be accompa-

nied by the non-existence of a diegesis, which Christian Metz defines as 

…the film's represented instance … that is to say, the sum of a film's denota-
tion: the narration itself, but also the fictional space and time dimensions im-
plied in and by the narrative, and consequently the characters, the land-
scapes, the events, and other narrative elements, in so far as they are consid-
ered in their denoted aspect (Metz, 1974, pp. 97–98). 
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When Metz defines this concept, he is referring to the connotational dimension 

films can have. Firstly, he divides films between narratives and non narratives. 

When writing about the first, he mentions “simple” narrative films from the be-

ginning of the twentieth century: George Méliès’s, D. W. Griffiths, etc. The word 

“simple” is between comas because it refers to what probably was the author’s 

intention at the moment of their conception. But there were some complicated 

connotations attributed to, at least, Griffiths’s films, namely its racist approach 

(Pfeiffer, Lehr and Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2019). When referring to the non-

narrative genre, in which he includes “the documentary, the technical film. etc.” 

(Metz, 1974, p. 69), he establishes a distinction between them and the “ ‘real’ 

films” (the narrative feature films), arguing that their relevance comes by “their 

social purpose and by their content much more than by their ‘language pro-

cesses’.” (1974, p. 69). Then he discuses cinema’s semiotics, dividing it in two 

types: the semiotics of denotation16 and semiotics of connotation17. After stat-

ing that both are interesting he leans more to the “study of connotation”, argu-

ing that it “brings us closer to the notion of the cinema as an art.” (1974, p. 71) 

Picking up on his definition of diegesis in relation to Cage’s film, it is possible to 

say that the “film’s represented instance” is within the film, it is the projected 

light, the basic element of all photographic representation and also the sound, 

John Cage’s main interest in music, referring directly to the author’s oeuvre. 

The diegesis that helps contextualize this film is rich to the point of allowing the 

creation of narratives, ones that can go beyond the film itself: the process of its 

making, the relation with other works from the author and his artistic interests, 

the fact that the film (his only ever film) was made in the year of his death, the 

places where the film was produced. All these elements allow for the creation of 

a space and time that helps with its contextualization. And also contributes to it 

going beyond its denotative form, giving the spectators the possibility to infer 

varied connotations from film. It is possible, by this analysis to get both “conno-

tative and denotative significations together” (Metz, 1974, p. 71). 

Considering that there is always a narrative, while looking at a film like One11 

and 103 where various elements mentioned in the analysis above aren’t present 

(events, actors, interventions, even lines or colours), it becomes clear that the 

narrative is not inside the film. In this case, as in several other similar works, the 

 
16 “The act of naming something with a word; the actual object or idea to which the word refers.” (Oxford 
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, no date c) 

17 “An idea suggested by a word in addition to its main meaning.” (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, no 
date b) 
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narrative (or narratives) that would help/allow the understanding/contextual-

ization of the oeuvre, concerns the author himself, his artistic path with every-

thing that precedes the film. So that it is possible to establish a relation with the 

film, it will be necessary to frame it in relation to the author’s artistic career and 

life and to go beyond the oeuvre itself. 

By using this extreme example of a film with no narrative, in the sense Aumont 

et al mention, we can attest that, even though it is possible to remove the narra-

tive elements, it is also possible to find narratives in both denotative and conno-

tative dimensions of the film. The round and oval forms of the projected lights 

seen in the films do not “engage fictionality”, as Aumont states, but entwine with 

the reality of the author’s artistic path. In this film, we need to bring knowledge 

about Cage’s life to make sense of the film. 

It is possible to find common elements in the definitions of narrative by the 

above-mentioned authors. Such as "events" and "actors" as base elements and 

sine qua non conditions to the existence of narrative, the importance of the se-

quencing of these events (real and / or fictional) that refers to something that 

unfolds over a period of time, the intervention of elements (human or not) which 

cause, relate or perform the "actions" and lastly, the "vehicles" for its prolifera-

tion which, as described by Barthes and Duisit, are of various types: "articulated 

language, oral or writing, pictures (still or moving), gestures and an ordered mix-

ture of all these substances " (Barthes and Duisit, 1975, p. 237). 

Besides these common elements, the authors of The Aesthetic of Film (Aumont et 

al., 1992) and Barthes & Duisit are aligned in the assumption of the ubiquity of 

narrative. This ubiquity is connected to the intrinsic relation between people 

and narratives and the natural use of narrativity to help interpret meanings and 

understand artworks. 

Alongside with them, Mieke Bal in the 3rd edition of her book Narratology as-

sumes the same position stating that 

Like semiotics, narratology applies to virtually every cultural object. Not 
that everything ‘is’ narrative; but practically everything in culture has a nar-
rative aspect to it, or at the very least, can be perceived, interpreted as nar-
rative (Bal, 2009, p. 225). 

After incorporating these analyses, it is important to add that in the develop-

ment of this study, narrative was regarded as an element of intelligibility of the 

works. It is considered that the clearer the understanding of its elements and 

the perception of its existence (either inside or outside the artworks), the more 

immediate (not necessarily in a good way) will be the connection between the 
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beholder and the artwork he or she is watching/experiencing. In being some-

thing that is “present at all times” (Barthes and Duisit, 1975, p. 237), narratives 

can be a way in to artworks that look incomprehensible at first. The “spectators” 

are used to dealing with narratives every day. They can be seen as a democratic 

tool to help them have access to otherwise encrypted contents, a tool for eman-

cipation (Rancière, 2011). 

In the course of this research, it is argued that the work of the studied authors 

has one or several underlying narratives or leaves way for their construction. 

They are not in the artworks themselves but circling in their orbits. The quest 

for them (much more interesting than its mere observation) helps make their 

work reachable and interpretable. But this quest requires an active role from 

the beholders, different from when the narrative is evident. And this “active 

role” can be immediately linked with the effect of the “writerly text”, it makes 

the “reader” a “writer”, an active player, a “producer”. 
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2.3- Orozco’s containers and their power to hinder meaning  

The experience of visiting Gabriel Orozco’s exhibition at the Tate Modern in 

2011, imposed the contextualization of his oeuvre. Or, viewed from another 

perspective, I had to create a context to construct a narrative of understanding, 

one that would help me dissect the reasons for the impact it had on me. This im-

position relates to the ways in which these objects hinder meaning by not im-

posing themselves upon the “spectators”. In this respect they accord with Um-

berto Eco’s notion of the “open work”: 

When a work offers a multitude of intentions, a plurality of meaning, and 
above all a wide variety of different ways of being understood and 
appreciated. then under these conditions we can only conclude that it is of 
vital interest and that it is a pure expression of personality (1989, p. 8). 

Orozco’s artwork stands dormant in the places where it is shown. This dor-

mancy is not to be seen as a passive state of presence, but as one of vigilance, in 

the way Maurice Blanchot (as cited by Jean Fischer18) sees it, as being “more the 

property of the sleeper than the person awake” (Fisher and Orozco, 1993, p. 21). 

This state of vigilance is also suggested by Benjamin Buchloh when he states 

that  

Orozco's objects exude a silence that is always aware of its inflicted and 
transitory status, it is neither ostentatiously displayed as an aesthetic privi-
lege nor internalized as an inescapable condition (Buchloh & Orozco 1993, 
p.45). 

What is meant by this “state of vigilance” is that his work is constantly ready to 

be “awakened” depending solely on the audience’s awareness: they can either 

be indifferent or enchanted and puzzled. In the first case, the artwork stays 

dormant, in the second, it comes to life, luring the audience in an apparent se-

ductive way but, at some point, the feeling starts to become more one of a metal 

sphere inside a pinball machine: we move about the rooms uncertain what 

thread unites the work, and feel disorientated. 

Now, with the help that time gave me to clarify the reason for my awe, I can say 

that the power to instigate further understanding without imposing meaning on 

the viewer, giving them space to build on what they are experiencing, was what 

converted his work into the trigger that sparked my research. By hindering 

meaning his work also escapes an immediate narrative construction: there are 

no visible “actors” or sequenced events, or actions and sculptures simply do not 

 
18 The citation by Maurice Blanchot that Fischer uses in is text “The sleep of wakefulness” is the following: 
“Vigilance is sleep when night falls. Whoever does not sleep cannot stay awake. Vigilance consists in not al-
ways keeping watch, for it seeks awakening as its essence.” (Fisher and Orozco, 1993, p. 21) 
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comply with narrative construction. Nonetheless it is impossible to see his 

works without conveying the process, what came before the final piece and the 

conscious actions (undertaken by the author or other actors) that led to its ex-

istence and comprehension as works of art. Therefore, narrative construction 

will inevitably come forth at some point. 

But what is his work about? He once said, in an unusual interview to Hans Ulrich 

Obrist (where the interviewer wasn’t allowed to tape, video or audio the conver-

sation) “that architecture should function like a shoebox” that it “should be a re-

ceiving space, a yielding space, not an imposing space” (Obrist and Orozco, 

2003, pp. 649–650). This thought is well adjusted to what he does as an artist 

and directly refers to two of his works that actually embody this philosophy – 

Empty Shoe Box (1993a) and Yielding Stone (1992). 

 

Figure 3 – Gabriel Orozco’s  Empty Shoe Box (1993), shoebox, 12,4x33x21,6cm (foreground) || Gabriel 
Orozco’s Yielding Stone (1992), Plasticine, 35,6 x 43,2 x 43,2 cm (background, near the windows) 
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Orozco’s works always allow space for the beholder, a space for them to con-

struct their own interpretative narratives. Orozco works can and have to be 

contextualized so that it’s possible to have a deeper understanding of what he is 

doing, but as art pieces and alongside with their titles, they are self-explanatory, 

they are “that”19, as Roland Barthes argues when he elaborates about the 

haiku20. I believe it is possible to establish a parallel between Orozco’s oeuvre 

and these Japanese poems: their simplicity and resistance to meaning coexist 

with their intriguing nature. About them, Barthes wrote that 

While being quite intelligible, the haiku means nothing, and it is by this dou-
ble condition that it seems open to meaning in a particularly available, ser-
viceable way… (1982, p. 69) 

Gabriel Orozco’s works are neither allegorical nor metaphorical, they don’t have 

hidden messages. They are a filtered reflection of his reality, one that is opened 

to accommodate the meaning their audiences bring in, an attempt to coalesce 

into a mass where both realities intertwine. Of course this is not exclusive to 

Orozco’s work, Umberto Eco draws this conclusion from Tindall’s book The Liter-

ary Symbol21, when he states “that a work of art is a construct which anyone at 

all, including its author, can put to any use whatsoever, as he chooses” (Eco, 

1989, p. 9). To say this, is not to argue that they are simplistic (as a cheap maga-

zine’s horoscope, where everyone can identify with some part of the predictions 

that have been forecasted), but to defend that the artist’s choice is one of raising 

questions instead of outlining paths that lead to answers. They actually embody 

the same conflicts that the haiku has, both meaning and appearance wise. Ac-

cording to Barthes’s observations 

The haiku’s task is to achieve exemption from meaning within a perfectly 
readerly discourse (a contradiction denied to Western art, which can con-
test meaning only by rendering its discourse incomprehensible), so that to 
our eyes the haiku is neither eccentric nor familiar: it resembles nothing at 
all: readerly, it seems to us simple, close, known, delectable, delicate, ‘poetic’ 
– in a word, offered to a whole range of reassuring predicates… (Barthes, 
1982, p. 81) 

As stated in chapter 2.2, the haiku has a readerly form, one that allows for an im-

mediate connection with the readers. But at the same time, they are writerly 

texts in terms of their content. They require the readers to bring their own 

 
19 To underline the plainness of haikus, Roland Barthes defends that “Neither describing nor defining, ... the 
haiku diminishes to the point of pure and sole designation. It’s that, it’s thus, says the haiku, it’s so. Or better still: 
so!...” (Barthes, 1982, p. 83) 

20 “A Japanese poem of seventeen syllables, in three lines of five, seven, and five, traditionally evoking images 
of the natural world.” (Oxford Dictionary, no date a) 

21 W. Y. Tindall was an american scholar known for his studies around James Joyce. He wrote The Literary 
Symbol (New York: Columbia University Press) in 1955. 
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meaning into them, if they want to interpret them in some way. They are “con-

tainers”, suggestive and rather beautiful in terms of their form, but with a mag-

netic hollowness, without a given content, eager for their readers to complete 

them. 

I don’t believe that Orozco attributes the same task to his works, but I consider 

that they embody the “contradiction” Barthes sees in haikus, because of the way 

they divert meaning, resembling nothing at all, while at the same time incorpo-

rating, in a visible manner, all the elements that allow for them to be opened to 

polysemic readings. They are imbued with Barthes’s idea of the readerly. 

Orozco’s point of view helps to shed some light over the work while, at the same 

time, establishing the connection to the theme of my work. He states that: 

There is no such thing as a material without history. It doesn’t exist. Every 
material has history. And in a way, everything is already a product. Even if 
you have a piece of stone in front of you somebody cut it out, somebody 
transported it, there is labour and investment already in every material you 
use (2011, p. 7). 

Like life, history can be a “seed-ground” for stories (Abbott, 2008, p. 36), ready 

to be structured so that they can be recounted and when this happens, a narra-

tive is ready to arise. To construct his works, he subtracts the materials from 

their histories, decontextualizing them, transforming them into elements of his 

own story, but without ever stripping them from their roots. To know his work is 

to know where he comes from and what he’s been through – a Mexican that 

looked at “Mexico from afar” while studying in Spain and working abroad, being 

“the other”, “a foreigner”, “an immigrant” (Morgan, 2011, p. 9) – and to under-

stand his interests – for example the simplicity of the materials he uses, the way 

they react to their new context and how they change when out of their context 

and through the artist’s intervention. Beyond the silence (Buchloh and Orozco, 

1993), his works are also transparent enough to allow for “spectators” to be able 

to see through them, in a way he does not “have to give any more explanations.” 

(Morgan, 2011, p. 16). 

I'm interested in the fact that the three-dimensional work is free-standing 
and self-contained. I don't like walls. I don't like dark rooms and I don't like 
vitrines (Obrist and Orozco, 2003, p. 352). 

His work spans from painting to photography, installation and sculpture. None-

theless, sculpture, in my view, is the kernel of all his work. He uses elements / 

matter from his surrounding reality and acts over them or reshapes them, some-

times altering their context, at other times changing the way they are organized 
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or performing small interventions to inscribe a surreptitious proof of his pres-

ence. Sometimes in a durable, time-lasting manner, at other times in an ephem-

eral way. 

His paintings, drawings, collages are highly formal and structurally defined - the 

series of paintings Samurai Tree (Orozco 2004-6), spanning from 2004 to 2006, 

is a straightforward example of that – and many derive from photography, 

sculptural representations - as in Eroded Suizekis (Orozco, 1998), a series of 

printed paper collages– or even performative actions – like the drawings from 

the series Havre-Caumartin (Orozco, 1999) where Orozco and a group of assis-

tants laid Japanese paper over the tile-covered walls from inside the Parisian 

metro station that gave the name to these series of work, and then rubbed the 

paper with graphite and charcoal so that the honeycomb shaped tiles became 

visible. 

When his constructions are neither meant nor made to last, he uses photog-

raphy as a tool not necessarily to document but to materialize his sculptural 

view or perpetuate his intervention so that it becomes the lasting element of a 

transitory artistic mediation. About the still images he says 

… that’s why I like to talk about my photography as a recipient or as a con-
tainer, a kind of shoebox, in tri-dimensional terms, because I want people to 
understand the difference, on how it’s not just a visual document but more 
like a sculptural tool for me. (2011, p. 72) 

He does not use photography as a final medium of expression, but as a way to 

frame his elected medium: sculpture. But they are a final medium in terms of 

presentation, as matted and exhibited prints on the wall. So, while presented as 

closed, they are open to framing his sculpture or involving a view that is sculp-

tural, documenting his sculptural/physical relationship to the world.  

 

The photographs themselves are intriguing and have a life of their own. They are 

able to surpass the plain document dimension, they have a defined and clear 

point of view, one that enhances the aesthetic dimension of the artist’s physical 

intervention by clarifying his vision at the time of its creation. In a simplified ap-

proach, Jessica Morgan divides his photographic work into “two general catego-

ries: those that capture the artist’s interventions in the everyday environment, 

and the body of images that consists of snapshots arresting for perpetuity what 

he sees in nature and the sensible world around him.” (2011, p. 57) The image 

Turista Maluco (1991) can fit in the first “general category”, but I believe it is 
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more than capturing “the artist’s interventions”. This photograph shows an in-

tervention made with leftover rotting oranges from an empty outdoor market-

place in a small Brazilian town, that are placed over all the tables within the im-

age frame. The colour of the fruit, the point of view and the fact that they are the 

only objects lying on the tables, make the oranges stand out in a well organised 

image composition of a place that, even at the peaceful end of a day’s work, ex-

udes a chaotic movement typical of a traditional Brazilian market. Due to the na-

ture of the material he used (fruit that already had started its process of decom-

position) and the activity of the place where the intervention was made, it was 

clear at the start that it was not meant to last. Thus, photography conveys its 

function of perpetuation of the artistic act. But it does not stop there. Because 

the rigour with which the tables are set within the frame concomitantly with the 

places he chose to lay the oranges on, suggest that the intervention was subser-

vient to the image framing, strengthening the possibility that the photography 

itself was a construction, rather than a mere record of an installation, thus gain-

ing autonomy as a work of art on its own. 

From Roof to Roof (1993b), might be placed in Morgan’s second “general cate-

gory” (“snapshots arresting for perpetuity what he sees in nature…”). But consid-

ering the nature of Orozco’s work, it would be naïve to accept that images like 

this one do not go beyond “snapshots arresting for perpetuity what he sees in 

nature and the sensible world around him.” This photograph depicts a rooftop 

covered with water reflecting the sky above it, a reflection disturbed by two in-

tertwined circular ripples so perfectly aligned that, to catch them as they are, I 

risk to say that either a long wait or a conscious action had to occur, placing em-

phasis on the planned intentionality of the author. The slice of roof floor seen on 

the left lower corner of the image allows us to infer Orozco’s presence con-

structing/controlling the frame from above, setting aside the idea of a snapshot. 

Although his presence is not physically noticeable, the movement in the water 

suggests an outer intervention: we are not witnessing a “Bressonian decisive 

moment” (Cartier-Bresson, 1952). These arguments are strengthened when 

Orozco states: 

Sometimes I also say that my photographs are like shoeboxes. They are con-
tainers that have these action phenomena or experiences in there. I do be-
lieve that when you see my photos, you don’t think you are just looking at a 
photograph (2011, p. 57). 

His photographs exude a strange feeling that derives from the latency of an in-

tense action that preceded the moment when the shutter was released, an ac-
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tion that suggests the presence of at least one actor (presumably the artist), re-

sulting in an event of some kind that unfolded over a period of time, an action 

that gives way to an unquiet stillness. The photograph records the effect of an 

action that preceded the instant of the photograph’s taking. 

Orozco refers to many of his works as being “containers” or ”recipients”, ones 

that either carry “action phenomena or experiences” or are empty and free in 

order to evoke ideas and meanings that might be brought into them. He does so 

not only while talking about his photographs, but the comparison is also made in 

relation to some of his sculptures or installations: for example, the Empty Shoe 

Box (1993a), Elevator (1994) or even the Yielding Stone (1992). And like all his 

work, they do not have a narrative structure and when we are dealing with the 

sculptures, they do not even suggest the existence of a narrative. But they relate 

to narrative elements, in a first instance they are intimately related to the art-

ist’s persona, the character/narrator, and they are a result of deliberate ac-

tions/interventions, carried out and developed either by the author or by the 

public, that sequentially evolve through time. 
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Figure 4 - Gabriel Orozco’s Elevator (1994), modified elevator cabin, 243,8x243,8x152,4cm 

 

The Yielding Stone (1992) is a sculpture made with the artist’s own body weight 

(at the time of its production) in plasticine, moulded into a sphere and then 

rounded in an imperfect manner by movement through space and across time. I 

see it as something that would have come out of a black-hole mould, because of 

its ability to absorb dust and debris. Jean Fisher sees it as “above all an object of 

touch, a surface that continues to invite probing fingers; a mass that compels the 

more brutal viewer to test its inertia with kicks” (Buchloh and Orozco, 1993, p. 

20). This sculpture, in its genesis, relates to time and movement. Not the time 

needed to produce the piece, but the one that is necessary for some kind of 

movement to exist. A movement without which the piece would not exist. We 

can easily see it as a recipient, one that encompasses time (through the increas-

ing addition of debris as the piece is being moulded), space (by imprinting low-

relief impressions of the places where it has rolled over), the actions of the be-
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holders that intervene with the piece (as it incorporates people’s finger impres-

sions from when it is pushed) or even, in a rather over-elaborated approach, the 

author himself, as it is defended in the book 100 Latin American Artists: “(the 

Yielding Stone) is a self-portrait, the stone has its weight, and at the same time 

conveys a reflection on the condition of the artist;…” (Olivares et al., 2006, p. 

342) 

Elevator (Orozco, 1994) and Empty Shoe Box (Orozco, 1993a) are paradigmatic of 

this “recipient” condition. They both have an obvious ready-made aspect to 

them. The first work involves a life size elevator box with all its surrounding 

structure visible, normally hidden behind the building walls. The interior cabin 

was reduced in height so that it would match the author’s standing figure. The 

original idea was for the visitors to be able to enter the cabin and have a dislo-

cated and motionless approach to their memory of an elevator ride. The second 

is a simple white opened shoebox (21,4x33x21,6cm), with its cover underneath 

it. A shoebox from the same type as the ones in which Orozco used to store his 

drawings or objects inside. He showed it for the first time in 1993, in the Venice 

Biennale, at the Aperto section, curated by Francesco Bonami (Kingsley, 2011). 

These artworks are not only recipients for immaterial elements (ideas, memo-

ries, stories that can be brought in by the beholders) but also for material ones, 

like bodies, drawings or physical actions. Their hollowness in the exhibition con-

text is opposed to the stuffing of their natural environment: 

…everything about my work has to do with transportation, I think, at the 
end. The vehicle is important, or the recipient. The Empty Shoe Box is a re-
cipient, the Yielding Stone is a recipient. Something that is a container or even 
oneself as a recipient (2011, p. 26). 

 

This “container” or “recipient” condition, alongside with the relation to silence 

his work exudes (Buchloh and Orozco, 1993, p. 45), allows for an almost immedi-

ate connection to John Cage’s 4’33’’ (1952) performance and, subsequently, to 

the film One11 (1992). And Cage’s influence on Orozco is acknowledged “from 

his early days when making slight arrangements of found materials in the parks 

and streets of Madrid” (Morgan, 2011, p. 119). In Cage’s 4’33’’, a “tacet, for any 

instrument or combination of instruments” (John Cage Trust, 2017) with the 

precise duration of four minutes and thirty three seconds, the silence of the per-

former on stage allows for the sound(s) of the room (and of the audience that 

fills it) to come out, rendering the “advent of silence” impossible. It functions as a 
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hollow sonic recipient, one that feeds on what the audience brings into the per-

formance. The same thing happens with One11, “a film without subject” (John 

Cage Trust, no date) where lights are slowly going on and off, moving on and 

around the screen, followed by Van Carlson’s camera, according to a carefully 

organized chance-determined plan (Silverman, 2010, p. 406). As mentioned be-

fore (chapter 2.2), this was Cage’s visual parallel to 4’33’’. Sound was always the 

main focus of all of his work, with One11 he approached another essential ele-

ment: light. Not being filled with a narrative or any other content, the film is 

completely open to welcome the audience’s inputs. 

4’33’’ was composed one year after, Robert Rauschenberg’s White Paintings 

(1951) and it is said to have been inspired by them (Franklin and Barbican 

Centre, 2013). The White Paintings, three panel canvases, are a paradigm of the 

“recipient condition”, as Cage recognized when he said that “The White Paint-

ings were airports for the lights, shadows, and [dust] particles” (Cage, 1961b 

cited in Tate Modern’s website). And both artworks can be seen as archetypes of 

“open works”, ones where “the author offers the interpreter, the performer, the 

addressee a work to be completed” (Eco, 1989, p. 19). 

A further link can be established between this artist and Gabriel Orozco if we 

draw a parallel between Chicotes (Orozco, 2010) and Rauschenberg’s Automobile 

Tire Print (1953). 
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Figure 5 - Top: Gabriel Orozco’s Chicotes (2010), tires and aluminium, dimensions variable. Bottom: Rauschen-
berg’s Automobile Tire Print (1953), print | paint on 20 sheets of paper mounted on fabric. 
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Chicotes, whips in English, is the name given to the leftovers of busted tires, ones 

that have conceded due to the intense usage they have been subjected to. These 

rubber debris were taken from the Mexican freeways and carefully aligned on 

the gallery floor. Orozco adds drops of what at some point could have been 

melted aluminium, in an allusion to the overheated rims from the tire explosion 

that changed into a liquid state (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, no date). 

Automobile Tire Print is a consequence of a different working process.  

In 1953, the artist (Rauschenberg) directed composer John Cage (1912–
1992) to drive his Model A Ford in a straight line over twenty sheets of pa-
per that Rauschenberg had glued together and laid in the road outside his 
Fulton Street studio in Lower Manhattan. The car’s front tire left a faint em-
bossed impression, while the rear tire, which had passed through a pool of 
paint Rauschenberg had poured in the street, deposited a juicy black tread 
mark that stretches in a diminishing line along the twenty-two-foot length of 
paper (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, no date). 

Both works result from an abnormal use of a prosaic object: tires. Chicotes de-

rives from a gleaning process, linked to an event that actually happened (blown 

out tires) while Automobile Tire Print is the result of a performative act.  

The links between Orozco and Cage or other artists are spread throughout his 

artwork. And because Orozco became pivotal to the development of this re-

search it is also important to draw a parallel between his work and João Maria 

Gusmão’s and Pedro Paiva’s, the two collaborating Portuguese artists that will 

be discussed in the next chapter. On the one hand the importance given to the 

physicality of the artworks and to their occupation of the gallery space, on the 

other the humorous and at some points absurd tone are both of key importance 

to the main component of this research: the practice. Even though Gusmão and 

Paiva use mainly photography and film, the sculptural elements were always 

present and, as the years go by, they tend to increase their importance in the 

context of their work (the amount of sculpture in their recent work is impres-

sive). The projected films, that normally are shown on screens with a sometimes 

hidden, other times disguised projection setup, are given a physical presence - 

the 16mm (sometimes 35mm) projectors are an important sculptural compo-

nent of the presentation, with their running sound occupying the exhibition 

space – as paradigmatic as the projections are their cameras obscuras, installa-

tions that occupy entire exhibition rooms, as Orozco’s Shade Between Rings of Air 

(2003), “a replica of  La Pensilina  (1952), a pergola by Italian architect Carlo 

Scarpa” (Adamou, 2016)22, for example.  

 
22 A construction made for the 26th Venice Biennale. “Scarpa’s construction was part of his sculpture garden 
situated in the inner courtyard of the Italian Pavilion in Venice.” (Adamou, 2016, p. 401) 
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The confrontation with Orozco’s work happened by chance, but the reaction to 

it was visceral. Although it is not directly related to narrative, his work incorpo-

rates all the necessary elements for the audience to build its narrative of con-

struction, to get to know the artist’s working process and what makes the art-

works become what they are. Orozco argues about this when he says: 

I also think that’s important in my work, that when you see the object, you 
can see the process of its making, that it’s very evident. And that’s why I like 
to use the word ‘phenomenology’ in relation to my work, because I think that 
the concept of the making of the work is always represented in the final 
product, without me having to explain it (Morgan, 2011, p. 23). 

Although it didn’t start like this, the evolution of the practice for this research, 

leaned towards this direction: incorporating in the work itself its process of con-

struction (See my discussion especially of the series Coming & Going in chapter 

3.1). 

After deepening the study of Orozco, one last aspect that was important to the 

present research emerged: the anti-academic aspect he adopted with the “es-

tablishing of an unofficial school in Mexico City with a group of younger artists… 

at which no teaching as such took place but rather an exchange of ideas, reading 

and learning through observation…” (Morgan, 2011, p. 13). There is no interest 

in the traditional method of a professor teaching a class by introducing and ex-

plaining subjects while the students listen and take notes. A class implies con-

stant discussion, joint work, learning by doing and by seeing how the more expe-

rienced artist in the room thinks, conceptualizes and gives form to his ideas. This 

methodology breaks the traditional structure of the ruling academic teaching 

methodologies and, at the same time, tries to expand its limits. It is an approach 

that tends to bring teaching and actual art practice, closer together. In a way, the 

development of Resisting Narrative had this approach. The process was devel-

oped in a rather non-academic/scientific way. The research was led by the un-

dergoing practice and the practice of others, some of the studied artists were 

chosen during production or after the artwork was already produced. The em-

pirical or, better to say, experimental practice, led the whole process. 
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2.4- About narratives, creating unrealities - The narrative in 

João Maria Gusmão´s and Pedro Paiva's work 

João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva (JMG + PP) were born in Lisbon (1979 and 

1977 respectively), graduated at the Faculty of Fine Arts of Lisbon and began to 

work together in the Gallery Zé dos Bois, Lisbon, for the exhibition InMemory in 

2001. Since this year, after winning the 5th edition of the EDP New Artists 

award in 2004 (the most renowned prize for young artists in Portugal) and also 

after a carefully chosen set of national and international exhibitions, they repre-

sented Portugal at the Venice Biennale in 2009. In the same year they founded 

the International Society of Abyssology and continue to exhibit extensively. 

Their works are usually presented in the form of photographs, film (16mm or 

35mm), sculptures and installations. 

The works subjected to analysis were shown in two exhibitions: Experiments and 

Observations on Different Kinds of Air (Portugal’s representation at the Venice Bi-

ennale, between 7 June and 22 November 2009) and Brief history of slowness and 

vertigo (Graça Brandão Gallery, Lisbon, between January 22 and March 12, 

2011). The Venice exhibition had a total of sixteen works, separated between 

large-scale photographs (95x135cm) and 16mm films. The Lisbon gallery exhibi-

tion had twenty works, many were also photographs and films. In this show, they 

had 16mm and 35mm projections, sculptures, three-dimensional object installa-

tions and two large-scale camera obscuras. 

After studying Gabriel Orozco, they offer a Portuguese response to Orozco’s 

work. There are no known affinities between them and Orozco, at least that I 

know of. But the silence, irony and openness of their oeuvre and its resistance to 

meaning and to narrative construction, alongside with the formal construction 

of their artworks, relates them to the Mexican artist. 

Gusmão and Paiva say little about their art in terms of explanatory remarks or 

interviews. Their work is difficult to place within the “boundaries of 

contemporary art because the overt references in their work belong to 

literature and philosophy” (Menegoi, 2016) and the books about their work in-

clude extensive selections of texts, chosen by the artists themselves. The au-

thors whose texts they choose from “share a radical critique of the positivist sci-

entific model of reality and of rationalist philosophy as it existed during their 

time” (Menegoi, 2016). These authors include René Daumal – as one of their 

most important references –, Honoré de Balzac, Jean Cocteau (France, b.1889-
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d.1963), Charles Darwin, Stanislaw Lem, Lieh-tzu (China, 4th century BC), Fer-

nando Pessoa (Portugal, b.1888-d.1935), Plato, Jules Verne or H.G. Wells. There 

are also texts from other fellow artists – like Gonçalo Pena, Mattia Denisse and 

Rui Chafes, all based in Portugal – and curators commenting on their work – Xa-

vier Franceschi and Natxo Checa, for example. These texts help establish a 

framework for their approaches, but they do not explain the work. They rather 

open up research pathways that might either create distractions from the for-

mal qualities of the films or contribute to polysemic interpretations. However, 

their art eludes interpretations, it frustrates meaning and sense. João Maria 

Gusmão and Pedro Paiva are “fond of irony and the absurd” and the different 

media they use intend to “mistrust reason and show its limitations” (MACBA 

Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, no date), their films “are glimpses of a 

universe where effects have no cause, actions no intent, phenomena no 

explanation“ (Menegoi, 2016), where “each sequence is hallucinatory, quick 

enough to be intense and insistent enough to be remembered” (Jakubowicz, 

2012).  

If we adopted a purely Aristotelian23 reading of what Barreto Xavier24 wrote in 

the catalogue of the Portuguese representation at the Venice Biennale 2009, 

where he states that “... their work has no beginning; it will have no compulsory 

end” (Xavier, 2009, pp. vi–vii), it could be inferred that João Maria Gusmão and 

Pedro Paiva’s exhibitions do not have a narrative. In fact, when someone enters 

a João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva exhibition, the first impression is that of 

watching an incantatory random collection of parts without an apparent rela-

tion between them. An experience that might allow us to go back “to that sense 

of wonder that spectators of early film must have felt as they watched the world 

unfold before them in the dark” (Searle, 2015). This ‘sense of wonder’ might be 

due to their “fascination with that which eludes comprehension and undermines 

the rational” (Index Foundation, 2010) which is formally converted into art-

works with an intriguing visual impact. 

In their exhibitions, the visitors are not induced to make a predetermined route, 

the texts are not necessarily enlightening, no one realizes the existence of a 

 
23 In Poetics, written by Aristotle between 335 B.C. and 323 B.C. he stats that “A whole is that which has a be-
ginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning is that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, but 
after which something naturally is or comes to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which itself naturally follows 
some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has nothing following it. A middle is that which follows 
something as some other thing follows it. A well-constructed plot, therefore, must neither begin nor end at 
haphazard, but conform to these principles.” (Aristotle, 2000, p. 12) 

24 Former secretary of state for cultural issues at the time of Gusmão’s and Paiva’s representation of Portugal 
in the Venice Biennale. 
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structure that allows the beholder to understand the underlying narrative. This 

way of showing work is similar to Orozco’s. The various artworks are dispersed 

throughout the gallery space in a random looking way. The photographs have 

distinct sizes and are hung at different heights. Their sculptures can be placed 

on the ground, hung from the ceiling or placed on top of white plinths. The film 

projections vary in their size and are responsible for the “the whirring hum of an 

orchestra” of both 16mm and 35mm film projectors (Searle, 2015), although the 

films themselves are soundless. 

We can securely infer that immediacy is a term that is the antithesis of the po-

tential characterizations of the work of João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva. 

Their work requires time and availability to enter its peculiar universe. The ab-

surd lives in most of their works. Also, the way they approach their subjects 

looks like, at some points, childish play. Films like Hand, Smaller than Hand 

(Gusmão and Paiva, 2009f) and Fruit Polyhedron (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009e) are 

good examples of it. In Hand, Smaller than Hand, a hand is used to suggest a per-

son, with two fingers walking over a tabletop that has a number of what seem to 

be parts of small plaster sculptures arranged upon it. This hand represents a 

spectator in a gallery, pausing to contemplate each artwork. At the end of the 

one and half minute film the hand/spectator pauses at the edge of the table and 

then throws itself over the edge, in despair at not comprehending the art. There 

is an obvious humorous tone to the film, one that seems to depreciate art by 

mocking its value and importance. In the second film we see a table with many 

strange looking fruits displayed upon it, set up in a beautiful tropical looking set. 

At some point the fruits start to mysteriously levitate off the table and it is pos-

sible to see that the fruits are cut in multiple planes, which makes them look like 

polyhedrons. The absurd and ironic strangeness, as in most of their work, is em-

bedded in this 1’48’’ film. And film is key when analysing their moving image 

works: all of them are in colour and are shot and presented in film, there is never 

a video projection. Normally 16mm, sometimes, which is the case with these two 

films from 2009, in 35mm. 

In disagreement with Barreto Xavier, I would argue that the work of these art-

ists has a beginning. However, it's hard to say if there is one ending, several or 

none at all. All artworks appear out of the authors’ interest by several aspects of 

similar thematics and all of them are imbued with a strangeness that refers to 

“occultism, speculative philosophy, the theatre of the absurd and science-fiction 

literature” (MACBA Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, no date).  
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Within the artworks that were a part of the two shows that are being used as 

samples, there are three identifiable interests: (1) phenomenology and the at-

traction for the inexplicable; (2) outcast philosophers and poets; (3) a fascination 

with societies or contexts that, under the occidental way of thinking, can be con-

sidered as exotic. 

(1) The first interest is expressed in films like Three Suns (fig. 6) or Persian Carpet 

(fig. 7). In the first film, we are faced with a still shot of a seascape, seen from 

what appears to be the inside of a rocky cliff. The suns are slightly moving, re-

vealing the optical montage of a superimposed reflection, resulting in a visually 

conjuring magical trick. In a first approach, it creates doubts about the veracity 

of the phenomena, but quickly and humorously reveals itself as being a con-

struction, a “doppelganger world, one that relates to the original world in a her-

meneutical way and is designed to reveal how deceptively real all representa-

tions set out to be” (Gusmão and Paiva, 2014a, p. 103). The second film is an-

other still shot, this time of a Persian carpet covering three small steps. At some 

point a small wooden stick comes flying by, crossing the image diagonally, start-

ing near the top left, down to the bottom right corner. The trick here is perfectly 

executed. The invisibility of the apparatus that makes the stick fly, the slowness 

of the movement and the tangibility of the image (due to the film medium), in-

stils a strange documentary tone to the film. 

The formal aspect of the works – the lack of sharpness, the crude look deriving 

from the film-based images with no elaborate post-production added; the very 

simple, straightforward light that has the tendency to enhance contrasts and 

privilege the dark tones; and the sometimes-shaky camera – accentuates the 

oddness of the content. These small films make viewers wonder about the ve-

racity of what they are seeing. The film projectors are close to the projection 

screen. The celluloid is visible and tangible, inducing an aura of truthfulness to 

what is being depicted.  
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Figure 6 - Top: still frame of Three Suns, Film 16mm, colour, no sound, 2’45’’ (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009a). Bot-
tom: still frame of Persian Carpet, Film 16mm, colour, no sound, 2’15’’ (Gusmão and Paiva, 2011). 

 

(2) Alfred Jarry’s is a central character in Gusmão and Paiva’s imaginary. Author 

of King Ubu and a forerunner of the Theatre of the Absurd, he was also responsible 

for the creation of Pataphysics, “the science of imaginary solutions, which sym-

bolically attributes the properties of objects, described by their virtuality, to 

their lineaments” (Jarry, 1911, p. 16). Although Jarry was “immersed in the 

artistic circus of literary Paris in the early 1900s ... it only flourished after his 

death when, in 1948, a collective of avant-garde writers and artists set up the 

College de Pataphysique” (Corbyn, 2005). This college had important members 
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from the literary and artistic world: people like Eugene Ionesco, Joan Miró and 

Marcel Duchamp (Corbyn, 2005). 

This concept is widely spread throughout their works. An example of it is the 

film Spaghetti Tornado (Gusmão and Paiva, 2010e). In this 16mm soundless film, 

a structure holding (from the top and bottom) many strands that look like spa-

ghetti, moves up and down into what it seems to be a wax pot. The film seems 

nonsensical and preoccupied with a repeated mechanical process that is uncer-

tain in itself, involving elements that are uncertain and unclear. The film seems 

to be about making something, the production of this entwined structure, a ‘spa-

ghetti tornado’. But reason and use of this production, remains unknown. So, all 

that is left to look at is the formal, material elements and the filmic effects of the 

overlaying. The film shows different views of this movement – close and wide 

shots, from both low and high angle, vertically and diagonally aligned by the 

strands –, slowly mixing shots and overlaying them so that the framing is many 

times filled with these strands. The film ends with a shot where it is only possible 

to see the strands, twisting over themselves, visually simulating a tornado. Spa-

ghetti Tornado shows an imagined solution changing the function of spaghetti 

into one that is strange to its material, but that fits the title of the artwork. It 

means anything other than what is shown. 

 

Figure 7 - Top: instalation image of Spaghetti Tornado, Film 16mm, colour, no sound (Gusmão and Paiva, 
2010e), 2’47’’. Bottom: still frames of the same film. 
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In this film “the science of imaginary solutions” – Pataphysics – because of the 

apparent absurdity and incantatory appearance of its precepts, blends with 

Abissology, a term appropriated by João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva from 

René Daumal’s book La Grande Beuverie (A Night of Serious Drinking) (Daumal, 

1938). 

 

Figure 8 - Portuguese edition of A Night of Serious Drinking (Daumal, 2016), with a drawing by João Maria 
Gusmão and Pedro Paiva on the cover (there are other drawings in the interior of the book). 
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This appropriation led to Gusmão & Paiva’s creation of the International Society 

of Abissology in 2009. Abissology is described as the “fictional science which 

studies the abyss” (Daumal, 1938). The foundation of the International Society 

of Abissology (Gusmão and Paiva, no date) reflects the author’s passion for the 

unknown, because studying abysses means just that, the study of a “very deep 

wide space or hole that seems to have no bottom” (Oxford Advanced Learner’s 

Dictionary, no date a). This interest for the unknown becomes clearer the more 

we explore the work of these authors. Abissology gave way to the creation of 

some of the already mentioned films like Hand, Smaller than Hand, Three Suns, 

Spaghetti Tornado, and others like Cassowary, that will be discussed later, as well 

as sculptures and drawings. 

 

(3) The third and last characteristic is Gusmão & Paiva’s interest in exotic socie-

ties, present throughout their work. We can see it in the photograph Clepsidra 

(Gusmão and Paiva, 2010d) referring to a water clock: an Egyptian clock which 

calculated time by the flow of water from a graduated container (Betts, 2007). 

This object also appears both in the photograph Ventriloquism (Gusmão and 

Paiva, 2009h) and in the film with the same name. The film is a 2’45’’ slow mo-

tion film depicting a closer view of the photographic version (shown below) with 

a clay clepsydra in the foreground throwing water into a clay recipient, with a 

sculpture of a headless Greek like man in the background, holding his head in his 

hands. The film seems to allude to a time when these water clocks were used to 

time “the speeches of orators”25 (Betts, 2007), ironically the speaker rather than 

having his head in the right place, holds it in his hands. So, the time goes by and 

no speech is given, the timekeeping device is measuring the silence of this sce-

nario. 

 
25 A reference made in the Encyclopaedia Britannica to one of the purposes clepsydras had. 
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figure 9 - Top: Clepsidra, colour photograph, 75x100cm (Gusmão and Paiva, 2010d); Bottom: Ventriloquism 
2009, colour photograph, 95 x 135 cm (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009h) 

 

The reference to the ancient Persian empire is present in a literal way in the pre-

viously discussed film Persian Carpet (Gusmão and Paiva, 2011). The film Casso-

wary (Gusmão and Paiva, 2010c) was shot in the Lisbon zoo but the very beauti-

ful and dangerous, large and flightless bird, originates from New Guinea. The 

16mm soundless colour projection depicts a still shot showing a creased back-

drop with a “poorly painted landscape and a huge ‘mockingbird’” (Gusmão and 

Paiva, 2014c, p. 231), a cassowary, strolling around the set, coming in and out of 

the frame. Seeing this exotic bird in a strange and fake context, a “landscape 

outside the limits of time” (Menegoi, 2016),  underlines its physical decontextu-

alization from its original and exotic environment. During the 4’37’’ long take, it 



 

 53 

is possible to see some food being thrown to the set, to guarantee the bird’s per-

manency within it. There is also a dark frame in the middle of the film and some 

slight zoom adjustments. At some point it is possible to see beyond the backdrop 

at the right edge of the screen, substantiating the difficulties of the shooting 

process reported by the authors - “the uncooperative bird made our venture 

nearly impossible” (Gusmão and Paiva, 2014c, p. 231), because it was moving all 

the time – and by the zookeeper António - “Guys, you can’t do it, I feed it every 

morning and the bird is even stupider than a chicken” (Gusmão and Paiva, 

2014c, p. 231). Although the strangeness of all these elements together refer to 

a place distant from the occidental society, at the same time they also distract 

from the meaning of this film, enforcing the form over the content. And this is 

probably one of the reasons that led Adrian Searle, in his review of the show Pa-

pagaio at Camden Arts Centre, to state “What does it all mean? Part of me 

doesn’t want to know” (2015). 

 

figure 10 - still frame of Cassowary, 16mm film, colour, no sound, 4'37'' (Gusmão and Paiva, 2010c) 
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Although the artworks are non-narrative, it is possible to find in them some 

basic elements that relate to narrative processes. On the one hand there are 

events, configuring actions that show unlikely phenomena. For example, in the 

film About the Density of Water (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009b) a man is shown to be 

carrying a bucket of water by appearing to hold the water, thereby suggesting 

that the water is dense enough to be picked up along with the container that 

transports it. 

 

 

figure 11 - Still frames of About the density of water, 16mm film, colour, no sound, 0'47'' (Gusmão and Paiva, 
2009b) 
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On the other hand, we have the actors. They can be human, as seen in the film 

About the Density of Water or in the photograph below – where a man is simulat-

ing a stiff board, his body suspended by head and feet between two chairs, as if 

he had the power to consciously simulate rigor mortis, to make himself unbend-

able – or non human, like the cassowary, discussed previously. These actors are 

performing actions and assumed as central figures in many of the presented art-

works. 

   

figure 12 - Left: The human board, color photo, 95x135cm (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009g) 

 

Narrativity might arise intrinsically when we look at their body of work and start 

establishing formal and conceptual connections between artworks and between 

the artworks and the artists’ main interests. But it also exists extrinsically, be-

tween the artworks and its audience, because of the artwork’s openness to poly-

semy. The next installations are good examples of this. 
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figure 13 - Top: Installation view of About the Motion of Astronomical Bodies, obscure camera, lighting equip-
ment and suspended bicycle wheels (Gusmão and Paiva, 2010a) Bottom: installation view Camera inside Cam-
era, obscure camera, lighting equipment and maquette (Gusmão and Paiva, 2010b) 
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In these two installations we see projections of rather elaborate mechanical set 

ups inside two different black boxes. The projection comes from the wall, pass-

ing through different sized lenses and is screened on the opposing walls. In 

About the motion of Astronomical Bodies we can see a set of bicycle wheels, con-

tinuously rolling and alternatively fading in and out. Behind the wall where the 

projection comes from, there are a number of bicycle wheels mounted on 

stands, all of them connected to small motors that feed their movement, and 

also a number of lighting projectors, connected to a console programmed to 

make them fade in and out at a predetermined pace. In Camera inside Camera, 

the set-up is similar, although instead of bicycle wheels there is a mock-up of a 

living room with a large window and trees on the outside. The lights are close to 

each other, positioned in a horizontal line, and they light up in short fades, one at 

a time, from left to right, in order to simulate the sunlight moving outside the 

window. The viewers are transported into the camera obscura, inside the illu-

sory set up. They are involved in these “dream scenarios that question the 

borders between science, perception, invention and magic” (MACBA Museu 

d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, no date). About the physical experience of 

these installations, Adrian Searle wrote: 

This is magical, understated, and oddly spellbinding. Even when you know 
how the illusion is achieved (looking back through the holes in the gallery 
wall, to the inverted model beyond) it retains an air of strangeness (Searle, 
2015). 

As it happens with the presence of the film projectors inside the gallery space, 

the access to the technical apparatus instead of ruining the magic enhances the 

oddness of the artworks. Meaning wise, Gusmão’s and Paiva’s unrealities are 

similar to abysses, they cease to exist when they are unveiled. As Searle states 

“as soon as you detect a theme, it’s gone” (2015).  

The tricks some of the works incorporate are easily understandable. The goal is 

never to trick the audience into believing that what they are showing is real, the 

intention is always to intrigue, question or suggest. 

Like Orozco’s, Gusmão’s and Paiva’s artworks have a readerly layer in terms of 

the way their individual works can be appreciated by the spectators: everything 

is there to be experienced. But, at the same time, there is an underlying density 

to their oeuvre that requires the spectators to spend time with the works, in or-

der to get the scope of what they are doing. They produce writerly work that 

sometimes has narrative starting points but ends up resisting narrative interpre-

tation.  
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2.5- Unveiling a non-narrative or a narrative without its veil –

Tacita Dean’s Boots (2003) 

The elements that drew me to Tacita Dean (1965, Canterbury, UK) were first, 

her name (I will come back to this at the end of the chapter) and the fact that she 

produced and showed one of her works in Porto, in the Serralves Museum: the 

film Boots, that will be discussed next. The curiosity led to a research about the 

artist and her artwork, having Boots as a moto for the creation of the context in 

which she constructs her work. And while studying the work, it was possible to 

establish links with this research in various aspects. 

Dean’s work is assumedly not narrative led. However, it’s strongly led by narra-

tives. The way she uses her family, her personal stories, her life, makes it difficult 

to understand the oeuvre without knowing some things about the artist. The im-

portance of names is prominent, but coincidence and chance related to her own 

personal interests also assume a big role.  

She easily adapts her work to subjects that by chance cross her path and are re-

lated to her interests. Bubble House (Dean, 1999) relates to her interest in 

“things that don’t sit very easily in their own time… that are uncomfortable – ob-

jects, buildings, people” (Dean et al., 2006, p. 36). It appeared by chance when 

she went to Cayman Brac (on the Cayman Islands) to shoot the Teignmouth Elec-

tron, another of her passions. The way this construction struck her, made her di-

vide the limited stock of film she had for her primary objective (Donald 

Crowhurst’s trimaran), that were ten rolls of film, two and a half minutes each 

(Dean and Obrist, 2012, p. 30), by the two works. 

All these works are non-narrative, but they come together as a part of her body 

of work through a narrative construction that is linked to her own personal nar-

rative. 
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figure 14 – Tacita Dean’s Bubble House (street), 1999, colour photograph, r-type, 110.2x142.8cm || Tacita 
Dean’s Bubble House, 1999, Film 16 mm, colour, sound, 7’, Ed 4/4 
 

Another common aspect is the interest with the long take. Long takes are more 

prone to the unexpected, they allow for the slow unveiling of time and are more 

liberating in the editing stage, because among other things they give more cut-

ting possibilities (if there are more shots to cut to, a long take can be used as a 

master shot) and imply a very strict pre-production work, when the case is of a 

shot that was previously designed. 

In her interview with Hans Ulrich Obrist, Dean states: 

I film with incredibly long takes and I wait. It’s extremely expensive but I wait 
for something to happen within the frame because I don’t like zooming and 
panning. I’ll wait for that bird to fly through the frame (Dean and Obrist, 
2012, p. 41). 

 

figure 15 - Tacita Dean’s Banewl, 1999, 16mm colour anamorphic film, optical sound; 63’ - Edition of 4 
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She discusses the long takes in relation to her work Banewl (1999) Dean says: 

Zebu Cattle26. It is incredible how they move through the frame. I am very 
lucky in terms of things that happen before my camera. Things like the herd 
of zebus just walking through the picture frame. Or in Banewl (1999), when 
the sunlight goes completely, there is a lighthouse in the middle of the frame, 
which I didn’t know was there. It is just luck (Dean et al., 2006, p. 41). 

Alongside the long takes is the sound, the invisible element that enriches the 

polysemy. What is heard isn’t always the sound that coexisted with the image 

when it was filmed. 

When she is asked about the way she uses sound, related to the works Baobab 

(2001) and Banewl (1999), she says: 

The sound, the wild sound, was from there, but then I put in all those flies. I 
love the detail of sound, putting it in. Well, it is not exactly fake sound. It is 
usually from the wild sound I have recorded, but I have reconstructed it 
(Dean et al., 2006, p. 41). 

 

figure 16 - Tacita Dean’s Baobab [Still], 2002, 16mm, black & white, optical sound 10 minutes - Edition of 4 

 

There is a parallel between Dean’s methods of producing her films and the ones 

used in this research. Most of the films produced in the context of this research 

(all except one) are long takes. Also, the way sound is crafted relates to her 

working process. It is always recorded at the places where the images were shot, 

but it is never direct sound. There is always a construction involving cutting, 

 
26 Zebbo, best known as Brahman, is a variety of cattle “originating in India and crossbred in the United States 
with improved beef breeds, producing the hardy beef animal known as the American Brahman.” (The Editors of 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2014) 
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moving and layering the different recordings in order to construct the sound-

scapes. 

There is also an obvious relation between her work and the Portuguese artists 

João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva. The use of multiple media types and mate-

rials, the oddness of some motifs, the consistent use of film both for shooting 

and projecting, the importance given to the apparatus of the film projection 

making the projector an important element in the presentation room, question-

ing the immateriality of film and building what is known as “sculpture films” 

(WIELS Contemporary Art Centre, no date). All of these are common character-

istics of these artists’ works. 

 

figure 17 - Tacita Dean’s Sound Mirrors, 1999, 16mm black and white film with optical sound, 7 minutes 
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figure 18 - Tacita Dean’s installation where Merce Cunningham performs STILLNESS (in three movements) to 
John Cage's composition 4'33" with Trevor Carlson, Six 16mm color film installation, with sound, 4 min., 33 
sec., on continuous loop, Dimensions vary with installation, edition 2/4 

 

Tacita Dean is very “interested in the concept of silence” (Dean and Obrist, 

2012, p. 23), which links her to Gabriel Orozco and João Maria Gusmão and 

Pedro Paiva. And, of course, to John Cage. In 2007 she made a proposal to 

Merce Cunningham (choreographer and Cage’s long-term partner) to produce 

something around Cage’s silent piece, 4’33’’. In response, Cunningham created a 

new choreography:  Stillness performed to 4’33’’. Cunningham called it Stillness; 

Dean reacted to the name saying “…isn’t it wonderful that it’s in three move-

ments: three movements of stillness…” then she added the part between brack-

ets and the final name became Stillness... (in three movements) (Dean and Obrist, 

2012, p. 46). Cage’s piece also had three movements of different lengths: 30’’, 

2’23’’ and 1’40’. Obrist compares it to a “dynamic standstill”. 
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figure 19 - Tacita Dean’s installation where Merce Cunningham performs STILLNESS (in three movements) to 
John Cage's composition 4'33" with Trevor Carlson, Six 16mm color film installation, with sound, 4 min., 33 
sec., on continuous loop, Dimensions vary with installation, edition 2/4 

 

To construct this piece, Dean filmed Cunningham’s performance in 16mm col-

our film. She was surprised by his performance: “he simply held his pose, shifting 

position for each of the three movements in Cage’s composition.” (Dean, 2010) 

To respect the exact time of each of the three movements (33’’, 2’40’’ and 1’20’’), 

he had his company director (Trevor Carlson) time the performance. He sig-

nalled him at the end of each movement by lifting his hand, so that he could shift 

his position. Dean did six takes of the whole performance. For the final work she 

used all six takes in a looped multiple projection installation. She presented the 

six film installation in a “cavernous basement of a gallery in upstate New York” 

in 2008. Merce Cunningham showed up on the opening day along with Jasper 

Johns, in what was also the day of Robert Rauschenberg’s funeral (Dean, 2010). 

The silence in these films has less to do with the absence of sound than with the 

absence of movement. Dancing means working with movement the same way 

music means dealing with sound. Cunningham was known for freeing “contem-

porary dance from the tyranny of music”27 (Jordan, 1999, p. 61), which meant 

that dance was valid on its own, without having to compromise or follow a 

 
27 As it was praised in 1977, when he got a “certificate of appreciation” by mayor of New York, during his 
Broadway season. 



 

 64 

rhythm or a melody28. But, as Jordan mentions at the end of her article, this 

emotive suggestion that Cunningham freed “contemporary dance from the tyr-

anny of music is perhaps misleading” (Jordan, 1999, p. 67). Because, even though 

the dance sequences did not follow musical rhythms or melodies, they were re-

sponding to the musical scores or choreographed in order to have music at the 

moment of the first performance29. With the choreography for Tacita Dean’s in-

stallation, he worked with the one musical score that deprives the audience of 

music (4’33’’), leaving them with the utopian notion of silence. So, he deprives 

dance of movement. He stands still, in silence, again responding to the score.  

Cunningham and Cage met in “1937 at the Cornish School in Seattle where Cage 

accompanied and composed for Bonnie Bird’s dance classes” (Jordan, 1999, p. 

61). The results of their cooperation started “in 1942 with their first series of 

concerts” (Jordan, 1999, p. 61) and continued after the formation of Cunning-

ham’s dance company in 1953, for which Cage was the musical advisor. They 

were both concerned with basic elements of dance and music: Cunningham with 

movement and space, and Cage, sound. But they shared one common element: 

time. In March 1990, concerning his connection to Cunningham, Cage wrote 

that “My association with him drew my attention to time as a possible structural 

element for both music and dance, and that’s how we’ve worked” (Cage, 1999). 

They play with structure since the beginning of their collaborations. At first, 

they used structure as object by dividing their works in different parts, “like a ta-

ble”. Since 1950 they started also to work “with structure as a process” as some-

thing that has no “beginning or end” (Cage, 1999). As mentioned in the beginning 

of this text, structure is one of the main concerns of this research. It is seen as an 

element that doesn’t necessarily confine artworks within limited borders, but, 

on the contrary, can be played with because, as Cunningham writes “We don’t 

have to worry ourselves about providing relationships and continuities and or-

ders and structures – they cannot be avoided. They are the nature of things” 

(Jordan, 1999, p. 61). Although this might be applied to artworks, it is not the 

case for research, where everything has to be spelled out clearly. 

 

 
28 Stephanie Jordan states that until 1979 - the year she wrote “ Freedom from Music: Cunningham, Cage & 
Collaborations”, included in the cited book “Merce Cunningham” from 1999 – “Cunningham has not made a 
dance sequence dependent to any extent on sounds, undoubtedly because he does not consider such a degree 
of indeterminancy is suitable to the dance medium as he uses it”. 

29 Since an early stage, Cunningham rehearsed “his pieces in silence, counting and working with a stopwatch 
and waiting until the first performance before he brought music and dance together.” (Jordan, 1999, p. 64) 
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The installation Stillness (in three movements), like other film-based works Dean 

produced, is based on long takes, 4’33’’ each and they are silent. The materiality 

and the form in which the work is presented is (again) relevant. The film projec-

tors and the screens themselves are sculptural elements in the exhibition room. 

They make the public experience of the work an individual one. People are al-

lowed to walk around the room and decide which screen to view, how long to 

view it and from what viewpoint. Despite the absence of sound in the films, 

there is no such thing as silence in the exhibition room. The noise from the pro-

jectors and the movement of the audience, establishes the soundscape for the 

works. 

With Boots (2003), some of these elements remain present, but others diverge: 

there is sound, a different soundtrack for each of the three films; the films are 

not based on long shots, there is some montage. The form of the installation re-

mains a key element – three separate dark projection rooms, linked by a dark-

ened corridor – and the projection is made by three 16mm projectors. 

The first experience with this film happened through an individual screening in 

the Serralves library, from a VHS tape provided by the museum’s registrar. The 

films were seen one after the other on a television screen. The lack of detail (due 

to the bad quality of the tape), the size of the television screen and the uncon-

trolled surrounding light only made it possible to perceive the colour outlines of 

the piece itself. The original installation was set up again in 2019, in a new exhi-

bition dedicated to Dean’s work, in the Serralves Museum. 
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figure 20 - Tacita Dean’s Boots, 2003 - exhibition catalogue cover (Dean, 2003a) 

 

The title of the installation refers to the nickname given to Robert Steane, the 

only character appearing in the 3 films. Boots is the godfather of Dean’s sister 

Antigone (Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, 2013). The nickname was 

supposedly given after the big orthopaedic boot he wears because one of his 

legs stopped growing when he was a schoolboy, due to a skiing accident (Dean 

and Obrist, 2012, p. 18). But actually, the nickname precedes his birth. Dean 

asked Boots’ similar looking brother how the nickname appeared and he told her 

that his parents were in Paris during his mother’s pregnancy and that they “saw 

these little boots for dog in a shop window and said ‘we’ll call him Boots’” (Dean 

and Obrist, 2012, p. 12).  
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figure 21 - Tacita Dean’s Boots, 2003 (catalogue stills from the English Version), Three 16mm colour anamor-
phic films, with optical sound, 20’ each (Dean, 2003a) 

 

Robert Steane’s boot triggered Dean’s interest since she suffers from a similar 

disability. According to her, while still a student, she produced some work re-

lated to this theme. Her first blackboard drawings were swollen feet (Dean and 

Obrist, 2012, p. 13). It all came from the name Oedipus - the father of Antigone 

(also her sister’s name) in Greek mythology -, that means swollen foot. And it 
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links to another one of her interests, the British poet Lord Byron, which had a 

documented clubfoot. This triad led to the drawing Oedipus, Byron, Bootsy 

(1991). 

 

figure 22 - Tacita Dean’s Oedipus, Byron, Bootsy (1991), Collage and ink on paper, 15x11cm, Collection Funda-
ção Serralves, Porto  

 

This drawing, made twelve years before the films, became a part of the Boots in-

stallation and is shown at the entrance. The audience sees it before the three 

films. 

Alongside the interest in foot disorders comes Dean’s admiration for “Bootsy”, 

one that stands out in the text she wrote for the exhibition in Serralves: 

My mother has often recounted Boots’s life to us with great flourishes, mak-
ing him more glamorous still: about how he was bought up in Bavaria, the 
son of a silent screen actor who, it is said, was an illegitimate son of King 
George V. They were caught up in the War as Britons in Germany, and finally 
ended up living by the sea at Deal in Kent. 
I was young when they all came for Christmas once, but I feel I have some 
inkling of memory about it: Boots, his father and his brother Michael, and his 
mother, her face covered in black veils, all elegantly dressed from another 
time, stepping out onto the muddy gravel in the front. They had lived an-
other life; they had known the likes of Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich; 
they had travelled together in the thirties making films in Nice and Munich; 
and they had seen with their own eyes Jesse Owens win at the 100 meters in 
the 1936 Olympic Games. They were cosmopolitan as we can never be any-
more, and Boots still carries this around with him (exhibition text, 2013). 
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Robert Steane was an architect, but not a renowned one. His father was An-

thony Steane, also known as Jack Trevor, and rumoured to be a possible child of 

George V. He became an actor of soundless films in Berlin during the Nazi era 

and went to court because of possible collaborations with the Nazi regime. 

Boots on the other hand collaborated with the allies and lived in France 

(Queirós, 2019). In the films his character is a mixture of an architect, an old 

owner of the house and a lover. While he slowly walks through various compart-

ments of the house, he talks about its architecture and highlights some of its de-

tails (materials, the size of the rooms, etc.). At some points, mostly when he goes 

to more private areas of the house (the luxurious pink marble bathroom, for ex-

ample), he embodies Carlos Alberto Cabral, the first owner of the house, and 

fantasizes about fictitious private moments with Cabral’s wife, Blanche Daubin, 

a French model. He spoke three languages: English, French and German. Alt-

hough there was no predetermined script, Dean sensed he had slight changes of 

personality according to the language he was speaking (perky when speaking 

German, thoughtful when speaking French) and because of that she decided to 

make three edits in different languages. It is possible to say that Boots is a film 

installation about someone who has a close connection to the artist, a man with 

an intricate personality that is revisiting constructed memories about a life he 

never had in a house to which only the artist emotionally relates too. 

Tacita Dean shot the films that compose the installation Boots in 2002, in Casa 

de Serralves, Porto, Portugal. This is an art deco house, projected and built be-

tween 1925 and 1944, and it was “first conceived to be a private residence”. It 

was a commission made by Carlos Alberto Cabral, the second Count of Vizela. 

The authorship of the project is attributed to Charles Siclis (a French architect, 

1895-1944) and José Marques da Silva (a Portuguese architect, 1869-1947). Af-

ter being bought by the Portuguese government in 1987 (with the goal of trans-

forming it in a modern art museum), “the natural and built heritage of Serralves 

was granted the status of national monument in 2012” (Serralves, 2000). 
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figure 23 - Blueprint of the two floors of the Serralves House from Boots exhibition catalogue (Dean, 2003a) 
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This installation is made out of three 16mm colour anamorphic films, with opti-

cal sound: English version; French version; German version. Each one lasts ap-

proximately twenty minutes and is spoken in the original language and they are 

all different from each other (different shots and sounds). The set-up of the in-

stallation requires one room per film. The room plan can be seen in the next fig-

ure. Although the exhibition catalogue has an almost shot by shot description of 

the three films, with all the lines said by Boots, this plan is not included in it. 

 

figure 24 - Excerpt of the notes for the installation of Tacita Dean’s Boots. 
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Tacita Dean decided to shoot this film in the Serralves house because during a 

show she had in the Serralves Museum, she was told that “they were going to 

renovate the villa, and the architect already had plans for the changing of this 

and that. The thought really upset me, because it’s so great as it is” (Dean and 

Obrist, 2012) and (Dean, 2003b). 

 

figure 25 - Tacita Dean’s Boots, 2003 (catalogue stills from the English Version), Three 16mm colour anamor-
phic films, with optical sound, 20’ each (Dean, 2003a) 
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The camera is always still; the only visible movement occurs inside the shot, 

mostly when Boots appears. The composition is a very classical one: symmetries, 

hidden vanishing points, strong vertical lines, stable horizontal ones, the use of 

windows as re-framing masks, an immaculate use of the natural light with a very 

soft, diffused light, opposed with some high contrast shots whenever Boots 

walks towards or away from the highlights. At some points, the editing suggests 

different viewpoints of the same action thus revealing some sort of pre-plan-

ning. The presence of a human character that speaks and carries out actions, en-

forces the “narrativeness” of the three films. But it is illusive. 

The sound is descriptive at some points. But there are always sounds from 

things that are not inside the shot: birds from the surrounding gardens, cars 

from the parallelepiped stone road that passes in front of the house and the 

sound that precedes and succeeds the appearance of the character. The sound 

suggests more then it describes. 

The cutting, Boots’ slow strolling pace and his voice over text, suggest a connec-

tion to a story that links the house’s background to her own personal narrative 

(her connection to Richard Steane and the way she sees him). But the film’s nar-

rative is filled with holes – it is given to the viewers with a reduced context - and 

the installation alters the audience’s perception of the films – they are individu-

ally projected in three different dark rooms, giving them an open space to con-

struct upon what they are experiencing.  

Despite the openness of the work, when Tacita Dean talks about it – not only 

this one but also others like her more recent film Antigone (Dean, 2018) - it is 

difficult for her to escape meaning and storytelling. And this brings me to one of 

the reasons that linked this research to her: her name. Besides being a curious 

name, it has correspondences in the Portuguese language: 

Tácita is a Portuguese word that in English translates to tacit. 

Tacita (without the accent on the ‘a’) means small bowl. 

 

Shortly after the beginning of the research, I understood that what drew me to 

her was also one of her big motifs: names. As she says in her interview with Hans 

Ulrich Obrist, she has a “proprietary attitude” to her name, because she “never 

met anyone older than her called Tacita” (Dean and Obrist, 2012, p. 24). Her 

name has Latin origins and it means silent in Latin. As discussed previously, si-

lence, was one of her artwork mottoes and is closely connected to Orozco, 

Gusmão and Paiva and, of course, to John Cage. Her interest in names comes not 
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only from her own name, but also from her sister’s and brother’s unusual names. 

Her sister is called Antigone Dean and her brother Ptolemy Dean. Ptolemy was 

an “Egyptian astronomer, mathematician, and geographer of Greek descent”, 

from the 2nd century of the common era (Britannica, no date b). In Greek mythol-

ogy Antigone was the daughter of an incestuous marriage between King Oedi-

pus of Thebes and Jocasta (Oedipus mother)30. About the origin of her sister’s 

name, Tacita Dean said: 

The name Antigone has been a huge thing for me because of finding out who 
the original Antigone was and being viscerally shocked that my father could 
do that to my sister (Dean et al., 2006, p. 13). 

 

Dean’s personal life and interests trigger her artwork, in a similar way mine did 

in the course of this research. 

  

 
30 “After her (Antigone’s) father blinded himself upon discovering that Jocasta was his mother and that, also 
unwittingly, he had slain his father, Antigone and her sister Ismene served as Oedipus’ guides, following him 
from Thebes into exile until his death near Athens.” (Britannica, no date a) 
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3- Art practice and applied methods 

This chapter intends to clarify the methodologies used in the course of the cur-

rent research and how they relate to the artistic outcomes: the artwork. The 

conceptual definition of the work, the questions and goals, the construction of 

the written thesis and the production of the artistic work did not follow a con-

ventional order, as will be explained. Because this is a practice-based artistic re-

search, the unconventionality of the process does not configure a problem in it-

self. But it created some organizational issues and difficulties, mainly due to the 

large number of variable elements that accompanied the course of the research 

process. The initial goals and questions changed along the process, the practice 

influenced and steered the written component the same way the artwork was 

also influenced by the readings and writings. The experienced/visited exhibi-

tions (appendix 01), the intercalary solo and group exhibitions (appendix 02), the 

published articles (appendixes 03a and 3b), the presentations / communications 

(appendixes 04a and 4b), the artist/researcher personal and professional life, 

were all elements that influenced the choices made along the way and were also 

influenced by them. Allowing for this close connection and intertwinement be-

tween the personal and the professional, the work and the pleasurable, created 

an additional number of difficulties, affecting mostly the written component of 

the work, delaying it more than the initially planned delivery date.  

The word that starts the previous paragraph - allowing - is important because it 

stresses the responsibility of the artist/researcher in this process. It implies an 

intention, a choice made by the author/researcher, one that, considering the 

number of variables involved, willingly embraces chance and failure. Although 

there was always an underlying intention (to work around the resistance to nar-

rative), the practical outcome was not foreseen or planned since the beginning. 

There was a big gap – the film Chasms (Leal, 2015a) relates to this - between 

these two aspects (intention and practical outcome) and chance had a major role 

in filling this gap31. By being permeable to all the events (professional and per-

sonal), that happened in the course of the research period, some of the artworks’ 

production were adapted to the place - both in time and in space - where I was 

or had to be at the time of its production and also to the available budget and ac-

 
31 In the text “The Aesthetics of Chance”, Margaret Iversen states that the gap between intention and outcome 
appears to be “crucial to the meaning of chance in art” (Iversen, 2010, p. 12) 
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cessibility to some specific equipment. At the same time that the artwork in-

tended to elude narrative, the methods and work processes were tightly inter-

woven with the artist/researcher’s own personal narrative. 

Before the clarification of the methodologies and of the artwork, it is important 

to describe an event that happened prior to the beginning of the research. Its 

importance is due to the way it substantiates the methodological approach. 

The enrolment in the PhD programme was preceded by an application to a 

scholarship from the most significant organization supporting graduate studies 

in Portugal: Foundation for Science and Technology. This organization supports 

PhD and post-doctoral studies and can be attributed to “Portuguese citizens, 

and citizens of EU member states may apply, as well as citizens of other coun-

tries, as long as they are resident in Portugal or are citizens of countries with 

which Portugal has exchange agreements” (Fundação para a Ciência e 

Tecnologia, 2015). Although the grants encompass the field of the arts, the foun-

dation’s name privileges ‘science and technology’. And this is more than a mere 

naming issue, the connection to a more traditional way of researching stands 

out, one normally associated to the fields of humanities, social and hard sci-

ences, where art can be “the object of the research, but not the outcome.” 

(Borgdorff, 2012, p. 146) This means that, to apply to the scholarship, many as-

pects of the research need to be very clearly identified: study subject, goals, 

methodology, bibliography, etc. An artistic research, at least the one this re-

search intends to be, one where the artwork is the outcome of the research, has 

difficulties in conveying to this paradigm. Actually, this research intends to fit 

into a category that is different from the two more conventional ones (quantita-

tive or qualitative 32). Brad Haseman calls it the “performative research” and de-

fines it as being: 

… expressed in nonnumeric data, but in forms of symbolic data other than 
words in discursive text. These include material forms of practice, of still and 
moving images, of music and sound, of live action and digital code (2006, p. 
6). 

 

 
32 We can distinguish these categories as follows “Quantitative Research involves the use of computational, 
statistical, and mathematical tools to derive results. It is conclusive in its purpose as it tries to quantify the 
problem and understand how prevalent it is by looking for projectable results to a larger population. On the 
other hand, qualitative research is generally more explorative, a type of research that is dependent on the col-
lection of verbal, behavioral or observational data that can be interpreted in a subjective manner” (SIS 
International Research, no date). In a nutshell, “While qualitative data provides a subjective overview of prob-
lems, quantitative defines a structured cause-and-effect relationship between the problem and factors.” (SIS 
International Research, no date) 
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And the results of this research are the artworks, that include still and moving 

images. There was a predetermined path, but because of its volatility, this path 

changed very rapidly and in a drastic way. 

At the time of the above-mentioned application, some readings were already 

done, and it was possible to broadly define all the needed aspects to fulfil it. But, 

at this point, there still wasn’t any art practice specifically dedicated to the re-

search. This omission weakened the proposal and led to failure in attaining the 

financial support. And this failure had an echo later on, at the first PhD presenta-

tion made at the university. I presented a film essay focusing on the research 

theme I applied in the beginning: The Still and the Moving Image. The film and the 

presentation were abstruse and generated many doubts and questions, to a 

point that made me change the research focus. At this point I decided to start 

producing practical work and then see what would come out of it. 

The description of this personal episode relates to the importance it had in the 

assumption of the experimental work methodology. It helped me understand 

and accept that some of the ‘to be used’ methods were not aligned with tradi-

tional research and that the elements that are normally defined in an early 

stage, can also be shaped throughout the process and until its very end. It also 

moved me to embrace failure at a very early stage. But this is something that will 

be more central to future works. 

The production of the artwork was always intimately related to the author’s 

feelings towards the research process and intended to reflect upon the way it 

was impacting me as an artist and as a teacher. This research configured itself as 

a PhD about the process of doing a PhD. And this process involved everything, it 

was an underlying motif running along the main theme, a meta-PhD. I assumed a 

deliberate attitude to embrace chance - as an intermediate element positioned 

between the intentionality of the artist’s / researcher’s actions and the artistic 

and research’s outcome – and incorporate failure as natural components of the 

artistic work and the academic research. 

To write these words near the end of the process (after the final exhibition, dur-

ing the writing up period) makes it look easy but escaping traditional research 

was a complicated process due to a personal preconception about what a PhD 
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should be33. The role of the supervisors was crucial at this point because it liter-

ally removed these rhizomatic preconceptions. 

As I have stated before, the trigger to all the work was a visit to an exhibition 

(Gabriel Orozco’s in Tate Modern), on February 2011 (five months after enrol-

ling in the PhD). This moment had a methodological importance to the research. 

From this moment on, other artists’ practice became a key aspect to this re-

search: how they approach their themes both conceptually and in terms of prac-

tice, the ways the artworks are installed in the exhibition space and if these 

spaces are seen just as empty recipients to be filled with the works or if they are 

in some way prepared to be a part of the exhibition, intertwining and relating to 

the artwork. And this laid the basis to the creation of an “experiential starting 

point” to start with the practice. When talking about practice-led researchers, 

Haseman says that: 

They tend to ‘dive in’, to commence practicing to see what emerges. They 
acknowledge that what emerges is individualistic and idiosyncratic. This is 
not to say these researchers work without larger agendas or emancipatory 
aspirations, but they eschew the constraints of narrow problem setting and 
rigid methodological requirements at the outset of a project (Haseman, 
2006, p. 4). 

Despite the evident idiosyncrasy reflected not only in the artworks (discussed in 

chapter 3.1) but also in the methodological approaches to the work processes 

and the well-defined “larger agendas”, one thing emerged from most of the vis-

ited exhibitions: a natural refusal to indulge the audience with a set of see 

through, easily discernible experiences. This will be better explained in section 

(3.3), one that intends to clarify the importance that some exhibitions - visited 

during the research project’s period – had to the progress of this research, try-

ing to contextualize them with the interests of the research. Chapter 3.2 will 

deepen the analysis and discuss the reasons for the choices made in terms of the 

way the final exhibition was set up. It will also argue how the published articles, 

public presentations and exhibitions developed/produced were used as a meth-

odological element. 

  

 
33 By the time this research started (2010), practice-led PhD’s were not common in Portugal and the estab-
lished idea was that they were normal PhD’s (in terms of the written thesis), with a practical component. A re-
search work that should follow a predetermined “order” (define on the outset a clear set of goals and a group 
of referential authors, choose a working methodology, etc.), one that, through the creation of a clear theoreti-
cal structure, would allow for the construction of a well-grounded practice. 
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3.1- Artwork 

This city can be known only by an activity of an ethnographic kind: you must 
orient yourself in it not by book, by address, but by walking, by sight, by 
habit, by experience; here every discovery is intense and fragile, it can be re-
peated or recovered only by memory of the trace it has left in you: to visit a 
place for the first time is thereby to begin write it: the address not being 
written, it must establish its own writing (Barthes, 1982, p. 36). 

 

There is a relation between what Barthes writes about the city of Tokyo in his 

Empire of Signs (originally written in 1970), and the poem cited in the beginning 

of this text, by the Spanish poet Antonio Machado (originally written around 

1910) - “there is no road, the road is created as one walks” (Machado, 2007, p. 

386). They both address the need to experience something, go through it, not 

only to construct knowledge around it but also to build it in the first place. And 

both relate to the way this research evolved. I made “the walk”, tried to con-

struct meaning through practice, to understand the city I was in by experiencing 

it. As the research evolved, sometimes the practice looked somehow irrational 

because there were no rational reasons behind the work that was being pro-

duced. If seen separately, the individual pieces that result from the practice are 

non-narrative. But in some of them (mostly films) there is a suggestion of narra-

tive. The actor is always the same and he is performing actions, most of the time 

walking, going somewhere, and observing. Throughout the research period, 

these artworks were always shown like this (see appendix 02), separately, they 

lived by themselves with no connection to the “larger agendas” (Haseman, 2006, 

p. 4). 

But at the end of the research process, the different artworks were organized in 

order to provide the viewers an experience similar to the one the artist/re-

searcher had: a walk-through different rooms and contexts, enabling the discov-

ery of the works throughout the journey. This “structuration” (Barthes, 2002, p. 

5) was done in the final show, Resisting Narrative at Abel Salazar’s Museum 

House. All the artwork shown is imbued with reflexivity, as it tries to artistically 

represent the artist/researcher’s own experience of undergoing a PhD research 

project and how this experience relates to his personal journey. It reflects my 

struggle with the academic PhD system and the way it is structured. These as-

pects are symbolically reflected in all the works as it will be explained further on. 
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The outcome of this research is composed of nine different series of works, most 

of them encompassing more than one type of technology within video, photog-

raphy and installation. As stated before, all the artworks are concerned with 

structure and the various connotations behind it, and to the dichotomy between 

proximity / distance. They try to elude narrative, to remain open and “writerly”, 

while being closely connected to my own personal narrative and condition: an 

artist and a teacher, undergoing a complicated process of developing a PhD (dif-

ficult in itself) while working fulltime. The different series of artworks address 

different aspects of the above-mentioned concerns. They emphasize the begin-

ning of the research journey and the apparently herculean task with a faraway 

goal, the long walk towards the unknown, challenging obstacles and walls found 

along the way – like rules are meant to be broken, walls are meant to be crossed 

–, the importance of other artists’ works as references, the ubiquitous relation 

to narrative, to the self and to the constant movement between being close and 

far away from the research process. 

A film about the final exhibition Resisting Narrative can be viewed at this link: 

https://vimeo.com/200376689/35e328c64d 

 

Way To 

This series is composed of three photographs: two 200x60cm prints (one hori-

zontal and another vertical) and one 200x82cm print (the one that was shown in 

the final show). This was the first series of images produced for the current re-

search. Only sometime after this series was produced, was possible to compre-

hend its premonitory relevance: the relation to the long and slow evolution of 

the research project and the endeavour of keeping a large and complicate task 

on course and, hopefully, take it into a good harbour. The following image was 

the only one shown in the final exhibition because it had a symbolic link to the 

research work. It is a high angle shot made from inside a big ship onto a small 

tugboat that helps a big ship safely manoeuvre inside or outside the port. It re-

sembles the image of a small David (the artist/researcher) not fighting but guid-

ing a big Goliath (the PhD research project) so that it reaches its final goal. 
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Figure 26 – João Leal’s Way To - Tug, 200x82cm, Inkjet print on Hahnmuhle Photo Rag paper | Mounted in 
Dibond (shown on the final show). 

 

  

Figure 27 - João Leal’s Way to, 200x60cm, Inkjet prints on Hahnmuhle Photo Rag paper | Mounted in Dibond. 

 

Experience of Place  

The use of sound and of the long-take are seen as symbolic elements referring to 

my origins and to the journey undertaken with the PhD process. This long walk 

started before the undertaking of the research project. The film starts with an 

empty scene and only the purifying sound of water. The aspect ratio is square, 

giving a very restricted view of the surrounding environment. Then, when the 



 

 82 

sound of a loom starts, the aspect ratio starts to change, opening up until it 

reaches a 16:9 ratio. The sound of the loom is related to the area of the country 

where I lived since my birth until I went to the university: Vila das Aves. It is tra-

ditionally linked to the textile industry and both my parents worked all their 

lives there. The loom starts to sound just before the character appears, suggest-

ing that he was woven into existence. When the character appears, he has a cot-

ton waste coat covering his body. When he starts walking the path the only audi-

ble sounds are the ones coming from a river and birds, the ones that dominated 

the soundscape of this area. All the sounds were recorded in foley34, after the 

image was shot, so the soundscape was completely constructed. The sound of 

the footsteps is constant throughout the film, to enhance the walking. As the 

film evolves, and the character goes from a landscape dominated by trees into 

one where the river is more present, the soundscape shifts. When the character 

is walking closer to a train line that passes near the pathway, it is possible to lis-

ten to a train passing by. This is a reference to my grandparent’s grocery store, 

that was in front of the train line, a few meters away from the train station. 

When me and my brother were little my parents used to put us in a small chil-

dren’s park, in the shop window, so that they could work. We could see and lis-

ten to the trains all day. The walk continues until it reaches a turning point. The 

character turns to the right, but when the camera turns to continue following 

him, the character has disappeared. This ironically symbolizes the end of the 

PhD process, suggesting that the character ceases to exist after he finishes the 

walk. 

The film was always shown without the above explanation, one that is only rele-

vant in the academic context, because otherwise, it would narrow the work into 

the author’s perspective. Without this context, the film has no visible narrative; 

the images, sounds and objects don’t have a clear starting point. It is not discern-

ible if the things we can see and hear were triggered by something or even if 

they will lead to anything. However, Experience of Place has implicit elements 

that are present in the previously studied definitions of narrative: 

_ “events” and “actors”: in this case an “actor”, the author, that with this experi-

ence of a place that is familiar to him, undertakes a route with an indiscernible 

beginning or end; 

 
34 Recreation of sound effects for film, after the image was shot. 
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_ the intervention of elements (human or not) which cause, relate or develop the 

"actions": in particular, a human element going through a path that passes 

through several points that are related to the author and to the past and present 

of that place; 

_ the use of “vehicles” that allow the proliferation of narratives: these specific 

images and sounds might not “transport” a narrative, but they hardly won’t sug-

gest one or several. 

This series includes a sixteen minute (long take) high definition video 

(1920x1080) with stereo sound, eleven prints on textile fabric and an installa-

tion with the coat made from cotton waste used in the film and ten kilograms of 

cotton waste. 
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Figure 28 - João Leal’s Experience of Place, nine 125x166cm Mtex textile prints mounted on an aluminium 
structure. 
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Figure 29 - João Leal’s Experience of Place, two 130x97,5cm Mtex textile prints mounted on an aluminium 
structure. 

  

 

Figure 30 - Frame still from João Leal’s Experience of Place, Video HD 1920x1080, 16' (long take), stereo sound 
(shown on the final show). 

 

    

Figure 31 - João Leal’s Experience of Place, cotton waste coat (shown on the final show) and ten kilograms of 
cotton waste (installation views). 
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Walls 

Perception wise, walls are two-dimensional structures. At first, they appear as 

barriers (to protect, hide, separate, divide, mark). However, they are paradig-

matic in a way that they enhance the perception of depth, there is always some-

thing before them that we can see and, eventually, there is something beyond 

them, away from our sight. They suggest three dimensionality. 

Walls are elements that constantly come up in either a PhD research project or 

an artistic project. They relate to the difficulties encountered along the way. 

Sometimes they are simple and easy to overcome, at other times they are multi-

layered, seemingly insurmountable. But there is always something on the other 

side that justifies the effort to try to overcome them. Sometimes the discoveries 

are important, other times the “wall gives birth to a mouse”, paraphrasing Phae-

drus. But the emphasis of this series is placed on the attempt (to cross), on the 

importance of trying to overcome the wall even if there are no guaranties of 

finding something on the other side. Or, in comparison to the previous work Ex-

perience of Place, the relevance of doing the walk, even if it goes nowhere. 

This series is composed of ten photographs, inkjet prints on Canson paper 

(photo mat paper), mounted in black spine cardboard, inside a wooden frame 

with glass. Their sizes are 51,5x41,5cm each. 

     

    

   

Figure 32 - João Leal’s Walls (#1 through #10), 51,5x41,5cm, inkjet prints on Canson photo mat paper, 
mounted in black spine cardboard inside a wooden frame with glass (a selection was shown on the final show). 
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Figure 33 - João Leal’s Walls, detail of the layers inside the frame. 

 

Chasms 

This is a pivotal work in this research. It shows a character on yet another walk, 

leading him in the direction of the sea (of possibilities) until he reaches a place 

named Chasms. He enters it to find huge breaches on the earth’s surface. This is 

a dangerous place to walk on and the inevitable ends up happening: the charac-

ter falls inside one of the chasms. The fall is not visible. The only thing that is visi-

ble is him getting out of the chasm and continuing his walk towards the sea. This 

refers to the pitfalls that are spread along the way in most research or artistic 

endeavors and gives a positive and ironic view of them: whatever the depth of 

the fall might be, the artist/researcher has the tools to climb out of it and, at 

least, continue his walk even if he does not know where he is heading, even 

though he started near the sea and ended up in a forest. 

Unlike Experience of Place, this film has various shots and a more complex edit. 

One that suggests a sequence of events and a narrativity that is unclear enough 

to keep the film open. The sounds and images were recorded separately, and all 

the work was done solely by the author. Only the sound mixing was made by a 

sound specialist (Pedro Anacleto). This means that the off-camera movement 

was constant and tremendous: begin near the camera to start recording, go to 

the place, do the walk, come back to stop, see if it is good, repeat if necessary, 

change the point of view of the camera, repeat the procedure again, go back to 

record the various components of the soundscape (foley), change set and do 

everything all over again. Methodologically, the process of constructing this film 

is paradigmatic of the lonely and complicated path inherent to a PhD research 

project. 
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Figure 34 – Frame stills from João Leal’s Chasms, Video HD 1920x1080, 8’34’’ (festival version) and 3’31’’ 
(exhibition version), stereo sound (shown on the final show). 

 

Referential Repèrages  

Referential Repèrages are references to some of the artists that helped shape my 

artistic identity, hence my research project. The films have no discernible narra-

tive. The only anchor that gives the viewers the possibility to construct one, is 

the subtitle, the element that establishes the connection to the referred artist. 

These films have a direct link to my working process during the past years. They 

intend to ironically accentuate the chasm between the master (well-known and 

established artist) and the pupil (the one who is still trying to find his way, having 

to look for references to anchor his work). In this repèrages (or location scouting 

in English) I put myself in the place of a provocative pupil looking for alternative 

places, approaches or points of view to the artworks made by some masters, art-

ists that in some way influenced the pupil’s work. 

There is a parallel between the humorous approach of this series and, for exam-

ple Bas Jan Ader’s reference to Piet Mondrian in works like On The Road to a 

New Neo-Plasticism, Westkapelle, Holland and Broken Fall (geometric), both from 

1971. 
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Each film and photograph refers to different artists, as can be seen in the cap-

tions of the images. 

 

 

 

Figure 35 - Frame stills from João Leal’s Referential Repèrages – Barney’s #1 through #3, Video HD 1920x1080, 
stereo sound, #1 with 2’12’’, #2 with 2’02’’, #3 with 2’03’’ – reference to Matthew Barney’s Cremaster 4. 

 

Figure 36 - Frame still from João Leal’s Referential Repèrages – Ader’s, Video HD 1920x1080, stereo sound, 
1’32’’ – reference to Bas Jan Ader's Fall videos. 

The following images were never printed or publicly shown outside the aca-

demic context. Their first public presentation will be made in July 2020. They 



 

 90 

are to be printed on fine art cotton paper, mounted on dibond and framed. Their 

final size will be 65x50cm. 

 

Figure 37 - João Leal’s Andreas's, photography – reference to Andreas Gursky's Bahrain I (2005) photograph. 

 

 

Figure 38 - João Leal’s Marina's, photography – reference to Marina Abramovich and Ulay's 90 days perfor-
mance Lovers - The Great Wall Walk. 
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Figure 39 - João Leal’s Hiroshi's (four image's layout), photography – reference to Hiroshi Sugimoto's Seascapes. 

 

Quixote  

The elements from this series evoke Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes Saa-

vedra - considered by some to be the “first modern novel” (Bloom, 2003) - , con-

cerning my relation to these giants and establishing a connection to one of Quix-

ote’s ravings 

Chapter VIII - Of the good fortune which the valiant Don Quixote had in the 
terrible and undreamt-of adventure of the windmills, with other occur-
rences worthy to be fitly recorded. 

Fortune is arranging matters for us better than we could have shaped our 
desires ourselves, for look there, friend Sancho Panza, where thirty or more 
monstrous giants present themselves, all of whom I mean to engage in battle 
and slay, and with whose spoils we shall begin to make our fortunes; for this 
is righteous warfare, and it is God's good service to sweep so evil a breed 
from off the face of the earth (Saavedra, 2016, pp. 262–264). – originally 
written in 1605. 

Don Quixote saw his windmills as “monstrous giants” that he had to fight. To me, 

these modern times windmills are hypnotic elements in a landscape, ones that I 

can’t avoid looking at when they’re just small elements in a landscape. But when 

I come closer to them, an uncanny feeling takes over, their proximity unsettles 

me. In Portugal they were seen as a symbol of progress, of a serious engagement 

towards being in a first world country. 

This series relates a well-known narrative to particular aspects of the author’s 

own imaginary and the place where he comes from and lives. 
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Figure 40 - João Leal’s Quixote (#1 through #14), 60x60cm Inkjet prints on Hahnemühle Fine Art Pearl paper, 
mounted on dibond, installation with variable size 

 

The installation occupies the three-dimensional space of the gallery because of 

the strings that come out of the wind turbine blades (the ones that are pointing 

upwards in the frame) and because of this, it varies in size, depending on the 

room where it is shown. 
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Figure 41 - Installation views showing the strings coming out of the images. 
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Where Am I and I’m Not There 

With the film Where Am I the intention was to make a cartographic representa-

tion of an important location: the researcher’s full-time working place. Seeming 

at first glance descriptive, neutral and without a discernible narrative, this film 

relates to this research by establishing a parallel between the place where it was 

filmed – the Asprela university campus in Porto - and the doctorate itself. This is 

the place where, as an artist and a teacher, I spent most of my time, away from 

the research environment where I am actually enrolled to develop the PhD. This 

particular aspect supports the articulation the film Where Am I has with the one 

I'm not there: the titles evoke a sense of absence, ironically stressing the artist’s 

displacement from the country where he should be developing the research.  

In Where Am I a drone was used to perform nine lift offs over an area with ap-

proximately two square kilometers. 

 

Figure 42 - Planning of João Leal’s video Where Am I 

 

The lift-offs happened exactly in the middle of each of the nine zones. The drone 

stays close to the ground around one minute, with a close up shot, only showing 

textures. Then goes up, in a traveling out movement, and stays at its maximum 

height for approximately one more minute, showing a very wide bird’s eye shot. 

After that, it comes back again to the same framing of the first shot. This move-

ment establishes a direct visual relation to one of my main artistic concerns: the 

dichotomy between proximity and distance, in the Chapter 1 – Introduction.  
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Within this artistic concern, this video is linked to my research working process 

– as I was pulled away from the research, because of my full-time job, to come 

back at it, when the workload allowed. It also relates to the artistic work pro-

cess, as I fully plunge into the projects while I’m working in them in the initial 

stage, to then move them aside for some time, so that in some cases they can 

gain some sense in my mind, in others to gain objectivity in the way I look at 

them. 

 

Figure 43 - Frame still from João Leal’s Where Am I, Video UHD 3840x2160, no sound, 5'37'' 

 

The film I’m Not There uses video footage shot from my own computer monitor 

while, as a user, I was controlling a robot inside Tate Britain at night. This was 

possible because of the project that received TATE’s IK Prize35 in 2014: After 

Dark by a collective called The Workers (Tommaso Lanza, Ross Cairns and David 

Di Duca). This project allowed people from anywhere in the world (as long as 

they had a good internet connection) to control a robot, with a camera and lights 

attached to it, inside TATE Britain’s galleries, during the night, at the same time 

that two curators were commenting on the works of art being shown by the 

cameras. There were four robots inside the galleries, and they were pro-

grammed not to meet each other. The event occurred in five summer nights, be-

tween the 13th and the 17th of August 2014. Besides the name of the film, the 

irony was also in the way the robot/camera was operated. There was no inten-

tion of looking at the artworks, the focus was on the place itself: the inside of a 

 
35 “The IK Prize is presented annually by Tate for an idea that uses digital technology to innovate the way we 
discover, explore and enjoy British art in the Tate collection.” (Tate, no date) 
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museum, with all the lights turned off. So, the robot was wandering around the 

gallery, looking at details of the floor, ceiling and walls, trying to hit something 

along the way. By doing this, at no point did the curators comment on the things 

I was showing. 

 

Figure 44 - Frame still from João Leal’s I'm Not There, Video HD 1920x1080, stereo sound, 13’17’’ 

 

Together, these films aim to reflect on how, as an artist, I have been spatially re-

lated to this research project.  

The last note is related to two formal features of the films, which are intended to 

be elements of reflection not only on how we perceive these places – Asprela 

Campus and the museum space -, but also on how the author positions himself 

towards his research work. The first feature is the way the camera continuously, 

without cuts, moves on and off from close shots to wider ones, allowing for a 

broader contextualization and perspective on the subjects. The other is the con-

frontation between the high resolution with which Where Am I was filmed (ultra-

HD, 3840x2160), against the low light, lack of sharpness and file compression 

issues of I’m Not There. The first work gives the viewers, among other things, a 

large amount of information to look at and to choose from, the other reduces its 

level, increasing the viewer’s effort to try and discern something from what they 

are seeing. Within the defined viewpoint of the camera’s eye, a polysemic ap-

proach is always an inherent intention of all the artworks. 
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Coming & Going 

The motto for this work is in Roland Barthes’s book Empire of Signs (1982), 

where he mentions the fact of Japanese streets having no name sign on them. 

This domiciliary obliteration seems inconvenient to those (like us) who have 
been used to asserting that the most practical is always the most rational… 
(1982, p. 33) 

The way the film is shown denies the practicality of the usual way of showing 

moving images. The projection is made by an overhead projector with a lighting 

theatre scroller on top of it, that instead of the usual lighting filters has an opti-

cal vinyl print of eleven and a half meters, with all of the 720 images that were 

shot in black and white film (Ilford Delta 3200 ISO). 

 

  

Figure 45 - João Leal’s Coming & Going installation views, HMI Overhead projector || Theatre colour changer 
(scroller) with 1200dpi print in optical vinyl (720 frames, 11,3m long) || Interface Sunlite SLESA U8 (dmx stand 
alone device) || DMX cable 5pin female to 3pin male. 

 

By doing so, a barrier is added between the artwork and the immediate under-

standing of the very simple film that’s being depicted: the author/researcher go-

ing back and forth towards the edge of a wall facing the sea. The speed of the 

film projection is much lower than the standard 25fps, the weirdness of the 

setup gains sculptural qualities deflecting the attention from the screen to the 

projection setup. The screen is not masked thus the form is not rectangular but 

circular, allowing the viewers to see more than they are used to. The movement 

of the film is rough and bumpy. The viewers can move around the sculptural pro-

jection piece, see the individual frames moving, watch in detail how everything is 
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constructed. Everything is made visible, the process of construction is shown, 

nothing is disguised. 

This is a work that has no discernible narrative – the projection shows a repeti-

tive action - but is widely impregnated by the author’s own personal narrative. 

The projection and the photography links with the constant movement in and 

out of the research work, the installation set up has elements that relate to the 

researcher’s work outside the research project. The overhead projector links 

with the teaching activity and the theatre scroller to my professional activity as 

a theatre’s lighting technician. 

This work is also an example of the importance Gabriel Orozco had in this re-

search. As in his works, the process of construction is exposed, albeit not in an 

obvious manner. 

 

Figure 46 - João Leal’s Coming & Going, Inkjet print on Hahnemühle cotton paper, 82x48cm 

 

When this work was first shown I was informed of a connection with Bas Jan 

Ader’s Fall films. Even though an actual fall never happens, there is a hovering 

tension that suggests it might happen at some point. This referential connection 

triggered the production of one of the Referential Repèrages’s films: Ader’s. By 

studying the artist’s work and life, it was possible to establish a parallel between 

Ader’s difficulties managing the teaching job with the artistic career (Dumbadze, 

2013, p. 105) and the author’s/researcher’s own difficulties dealing with the 

same problem. 
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Figure 47 - João Leal’s Coming & Going 2k (2560x1440) video montage of the 720 photographies (Ilford Delta 
3200ISO), no sound, loop 

 

3.2- Methodological impacts on the practice 

The practice developed during the course of this research was the result of 

methods that, at some points, had some unorthodox aspects (discussed in the 

beginning of this chapter), at least when seen in the Portuguese context: the 

goals were not defined at the start, the theme was defined as the research 

evolved and the case studies and theoretical research grew with the clarification 

of the previous aspects. Nevertheless there were some elements that could be 

configured within a qualitative approach to the research, namely the visual re-

search (chapter 3.3) and the analysis of the work of various artists (from chapter 

2.3 until 2.5). 

The practice was always experimental, with no guarantees of the results that 

would be attained, and always multidisciplinary, involving the use of different 

media: photography, video and installation. The use of different media is mostly 

justified by the different kinds of formal outputs that were sought for: prints 

with variable sizes and textures and videos with different resolutions and pati-

nas. Within these media a wide range of processes were used. 

In terms of photography 35mm black and white negative film (artwork Coming & 

Going), medium format colour slide film with a Hasselblad camera 6x6 and 6x4,5 

backs (artworks Quixote, Walls, Way to and Referential Repèrage) and a digital 

back attached to a Sinar camera (artwork Experience of Place). These works were 
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printed to Hahnemühle fine art cotton paper (artworks Quixote, Coming & Going 

and Way To), to Canson photo mat paper (artwork Walls), to optical vinyl (art-

work Coming & Going) and to MTex Textile print (artwork Experience of Place), 

both in colour and black white, framed in multi-layered frames (artwork Walls), 

in aluminium frames (artwork Experience of Place) or without frames, mounted 

directly on dibond with aluminium sub-frames (artworks Way To and Quixote). 

There are various reasons for these choices for different mediums and materi-

als, and all have specific importance for the meaning of the works. The choice for 

film in most of the photographic work relates to the materiality I wanted to instil 

in the works and to the need to escape the immediacy of the digital images – the 

time between taking the photographs and the moment I could see them was im-

portant to give me some distance to gain objectivity in the way they would be 

seen and contextualized within the research. The materiality of the artwork was 

very important because it enhanced the need for a physical experience between 

the works and the audience. The film gave the images a texture and a response 

to tonalities that would allow for a tangibility that could only be appreciated 

when the viewers got in touch with the actual prints. The use of medium format 

film also allowed me to have images that could be blown up into the sizes I 

wanted to use in the exhibitions. 

There were only two still image works that used mediums other than medium 

format: Coming & Going and part of Experience of Place. For Coming & Going the 

choice was a black and white 3200ISO film because this work required continu-

ous shooting of around seven images per second. The high ISO gave the images a 

visible grain and allowed for high shutter speeds – to keep up with the high num-

ber of images per second – and a closed aperture – that would increase the 

depth of field of the images – when shooting in the sunlight. These images (720 

final images from twenty films with thirty six frames each) were to be scanned 

and physically sequenced so that they could be inserted into the equipment that 

would trigger the movement (theatre colour changer or scroller) that would be 

projected by the over-head projector into the white screen. In the series Experi-

ence of Place it was used a digital medium format back attached to a Sinar cam-

era because this work was to be printed in textile fabric that would have a pro-

nounced texture in itself. The use of digital medium format was due to the size of 

the prints (125x166cm) for the exhibition, where it was important to create an 

immersive, human scale size work to take the audience into a realist feel of the 
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place where the images were shot. These still images were not selected for the 

final show. 

The different materials used to print the images in and the supports on which 

they were mounted on, were all related to the materiality of the still image 

works and the sculptural dimension and a conceptual connection to each of the 

work series. For example, in the series Quixote the images were printed in cotton 

paper and mounted on dibond without a frame. The cotton paper allowed for 

some texture to be present in the surface of the image. The mounting on dibond 

(a strong aluminium plate) made it possible for the images to hold the cables that 

came out of them. In the series Walls the Canson paper was less textured be-

cause the images were to be framed with a glass in front of them. They needed 

to be mounted on a thin cardboard so that they could be cut with a scalpel in or-

der to create the different layers that would be framed in the specially con-

structed frames. 

The installations used raw materials like cotton waste (artwork Experience of 

Place), an overhead projector used not only to project images that were being 

reproduced by a theatre colour changer, but also as a sculptural element in the 

exhibition room (artwork Coming & Going) and wires that came out of the images 

to be attached to the walls or ceilings of the exhibition room (Quixote series of 

images). 

The film presentations were made in two by three-meter projection screens 

with stereo sound (artworks Experience of Place and Chasms) and in video moni-

tors, in full HD 1920x1080pixels (all films but one) and ultra-HD, 

3840x2160pixels (artwork Where Am I), with and without sound - Where Am I 

was the only soundless film. Three types of cameras were used. In an early stage, 

a digital single lenses reflex was used for test shootings (a DSLR Canon 7D). Af-

ter the testing stage, the films Chasms and all four Referential Repèrages films 

where shot using the mirrorless camera Sony A7s with a Samyang lens kit 

(24mm, 50mm, 85mm cine lenses). This camera has a peculiar, film like grain that 

was important to give the images an organically textured look. To associate it 

with the Samyang lens kit, allowed for crisp high-definition images, with a good 

margin for postproduction (due to the s-log gamma curve36 with which all the 

 
36 According to Sony “S-Log is a gamma curve that is optimized under the assumption that grading will be 
performed in the post-production process... When using S-Log to shoot, performing grading in the post-
production process will allow you to create image effects matching each scene with a great degree of 
flexibility.” (Sony Corporation, 2015) 
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images were filmed), that would look good both on projections and screens. 

Other relevant aspects for this choice were the size of the camera rig and its 

easiness to set up: these films were shot in the Isle of Man, where I went alone, 

for one week to do both image and sound work. These aspects associated with 

the first trip for location scouting and test shootings, made this venture possible. 

The film Where Am I was shot using a DJI Inspire II drone, with a 4K camera. This 

film required a drone because of the birds’ eye view the film needed. It was also 

key to have the largest amount of information and detail possible so that, in the 

exhibition, the viewers could get close to the large screen and be able to access a 

very detailed, cartographic notion of the area that was being shot. 

The Experience of Place was shot with a Canon C300 camera and a 50mm lens, 

mounted on a steady cam system, operated by a cameraman specialized in this 

area. This camera had a good latitude and low light capability to shoot, without 

any lens aperture adjustments, a sixteen-minute long-take film, that started just 

before the sun rose and ended when the light levels were higher. The C300 cam-

era also has a s-log gamma curve that allows more flexibility in the post-produc-

tion and a good organic-like film grain look. 

Because of their idiosyncrasies, all off these mediums, processes and formats, 

required different approaches on the behalf of the artist/researcher. Their use 

was subjected to varied logistics due to their availability - some of these equip-

ment’s/materials were borrowed for a very limited amount of time and that de-

manded a very thorough pre-production – and also to very specific know how 

that had to be acquired, so that it would be possible to understand all their pos-

sibilities and limitations in terms of their artistic possibilities. 

The written component evolved in two distinct manners: as a result of the prac-

tice and also preceding it in a way that it would influence its creation. The evolu-

tion was evidenced in the talks given inside the academic environment 

(appendix 04b) and on more open contexts (appendix 04a). All of them included 

a mixed presentation of text and practical work, in a constant effort to inter-

twine them. From these presentations resulted comments and feedbacks to the 

research that was being made. It was important for me to understand how it was 

being received and interpreted by others. These comments had an influence in 

the way the written work was organized. Although the practice was purely per-

sonal and experimental, the research needed to be organized in a way that it 

would contribute to the production of knowledge in the academic community. 

This means that the working process needed to be clarified for others to be able 
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to have a clear understanding of the research behind the practice. The results of 

all the comments and feedbacks conjured in three important elements of the 

written thesis, all included in chapter 3: thorough explanations of the reasons 

being the choices made for each artwork or series of artworks (chapter 3.1 and 

beginning of chapter 3.2); a step by step explanation of the choices made in the 

set-up of the final exhibition (further down in this chapter); and a context for the 

importance that other artist’s had in the way my own artworks were shown 

(chapter 3.3). After the talks and research work presentations, the questions 

and doubts from the audiences were normally around the work process and the 

mindset being the artworks that were being shown. During the questions and 

answers moment, I realized that, more than the prepared talks, the direct re-

sponses I gave to those questions gave the audiences a pathway into the way I 

think, which helped them clarify their own personal view concerning my work. 

This was a fundamental element to help strengthen the research aspect of this 

work and make it academically relevant. 

 

The final exhibition, Resisting Narrative in the Abel Salazar Museum House, is the 

culmination of all this work. Abel Salazar (b.1889 d.1946) was a physician, scien-

tist, professor, artist, art critic and thinker. As a scientist, his research interest 

was related to the structure clarification and evolution of the ovary and he pub-

lished extensively both in Portugal and internationally around this theme. He 

graduated with the maximum possible score with a thesis named “Essay on Phil-

osophical Psychology” which granted him an invitation to teach in the University 

of Porto. When only 30 years old, in 1919, he was already a Professor, teaching 

with what were at the time considered to be unorthodox methods – he de-

fended students should mainly be self-taught and learn from observation, re-

search and scientific discussion (similar to Orozco’s approach on teaching dis-

cussed earlier). Alongside the liberal approach to teaching, he was a big de-

fender of democracy, an unbearable cocktail for the dictatorship in Portugal at 

the time. So, he was removed from the university in 1935. After that he focused 

on “social, philosophical (progressive ideals), political (anti-fascist), aesthetical 

and literary problems, as in his artistic production” (Universidade Digital / 

Gestão de Informação, 2008). His artworks are “engravings, paintings (land-

scapes, portraits, illustration of the life of the working woman and the Parisian 

woman), mural paintings, watercolors, drawings, caricatures, sculpture and unu-

sual, but much appreciated, hammered coppers.” He came back to the university 
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in 1941 (Universidade Digital / Gestão de Informação, 2008). The house where 

he lived for 30 years is now the three stories high museum that hosts the Abel 

Salazar Foundation. On the ground floor, besides the Foundation office, it has a 

chapel next to a small exhibition room. On the first floor there is a hallway that is 

connected to another exhibition room, a living room, a dining room and a beauti-

ful closed balcony turned to the east. On the top floor there is another hall on 

the top of the stairs, that links to a large workshop room divided into two con-

nected spaces, a small storage room and Abel Salazar’s bedroom and toilet. Next 

to the house there is a large pavilion, constructed after the house in order to get 

exhibitions that would not fit into the house. This is the only empty space. The 

rest of the house is filled with traces of Salazar’s professional and artistic life. 

The place now belongs to the University of Porto and the Foundation is enthusi-

astic in welcoming exhibitions that are willing to put contemporary works in dia-

logue with Abel Salazar’s oeuvre. 

The place crossed the path of this research by chance. The artworks were not 

produced with this site specificity in mind. The challenge was to set up an exhibi-

tion showing a comprehensive selection of the work produced during the course 

of the research, set it up in a conceptually coherent and harmonious manner, 

one that would also be able to establish a dialogue with Abel Salazar’s works and 

the house itself. 

Having in mind the in situ experiences described in chapter 3.3, there was the in-

tention to set up an exhibition layout that would allow for the audience to go 

through the artworks freely, so that they could either appreciate each work indi-

vidually or establish connections between the works and the way they could re-

late to the exhibition’s text (see appendix 05 – Final Exhibition foldable flyer). 

Although the title of the show was Resisting Narrative, in terms of planning, there 

was an order, a sequence, a beginning and an end, the audience was induced to 

see the artworks in a specific order due to the architecture of the place – people 

started seeing the exhibition from the ground floor up, although they were free 

to go straight to the second floor. There were no signs pointing ways, no expla-

nations for the specific artworks. 

As can be seen in the exhibition plan – see appendix 06 Final Exhibition Plan – 

the different series were mixed not only with the elements present around the 

house, but they were also spread across the rooms. The series Experience of Place 

had its video shown in a big projection inside the exterior gallery, then there was 

an installation with 10kg of cotton waste on the ground floor and the coat that 
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was used in the film on the top floor, right at the top of the stairs. This distribu-

tion of the work was intended to enforce the idea of the long walk seen in the 

sixteen-minute-long take of the film. 

 

 

Figure 48 - Resisting Narrative exhibition views of João Leal’s Experience of Place. From top to bottom and left to 
right: video projection in the exterior gallery, 10kg of cotton waste on the ground floor of the house, coat on 
the top floor. 

The same thing happens with the series Walls. There were three images in the 

exterior gallery and then one per each floor of the house. This is a particularly 

relevant series because of its close connection with the constant difficulties that 

I came across during this research, during the long walk. 
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Figure 49 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Walls in the exterior gallery. 

 

This feeling was intensified with the presentation in the exterior gallery, where 

the images were set up on two white moveable walls that created a physical ob-

stacle between the people that were getting into the gallery and the large pro-

jection at the end of the room. 
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Figure 50 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition view of Walls in the exterior gallery. 

 

There were also some playful relations between the images and the building. 

The image Walls #8 shows a high fortress wall with a stairway going down from 

the top left corner and it was put on the house’s wall, at the entrance of the 

stairway leading to the first floor, suggesting a continuity to the work on the top 

floors. 

 

Figure 51 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition view of Walls on the ground floor. 

 

Still on the ground floor of the house there was Quixote #11, set up on the en-

trance wall, in the middle of Abel Salazar’s drawings, with the cables that come 

out of the wind turbine blades physically connecting the image to the house. 

This was the only image, from a series of 12, that was shown in this show. 
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Figure 52 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Quixote on the ground floor. 

 

The last work shown on the ground floor was Coming &Going. The installation 

was set up inside the house’s chapel. Abel Salazar was not a very religious per-

son, even so he built the chapel to make it accessible to the people in the neigh-

bourhood – the main door has a direct connection to the street. Now the chapel 

is only accessible from the interior of the house. Once people come into this 

room, on the left-hand side, there is a shelf with some busts and, over this shelf 

there is a big photograph depicting a large number of people walking on the 

street, at the day of Abel Salazar’s funeral. 
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Figure 53 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition: the chapel. 

 

The sculptural element of the installation (overhead projector with a scroller on 

top, over a with cube) is set in the centre of the chapel, the screen is in front of 

the unused door. This division has a high ceiling – that enhanced the reverbera-

tion of the overhead projector and the scroller’s ventilation sound – and white 
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walls that bounced the light from the projection allowing for the whole room 

(and what is inside) to be visible and present. 

 

 

  

 

Figure 54 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Coming & Going on the ground floor. 
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On the first floor there were three videos and two photographs. 

Two videos from the Referential Repèrages (R.R.) were installed inside two 

rooms with natural light coming in from the windows: the leaving room / atelier 

and the dining room. The screens were set up on vertical stands and positioned 

in the rooms according to different reasons: 

_ Referential Repèrage #2 Barney’s and Referential Repèrage #3 Barney’s 

were presented in the same monitor, inside the living room / atelier. Be-

cause they show roads the vertical stand was positioned between two 

windows facing a crossroads outside in order to set up an offscreen rela-

tion between the filmic place (Isle of Man) and the space where the 

house is. 

 

Figure 55 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Referential Repèrage #2 Barney's and Referential 
Repèrage #3 Barney's (playing in the same screen) on the first floor. 
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_ Referential Repèrage Ader’s was in the dining room, next to a glass shut-

ter facing the covered balcony where the photograph Way To – Tug was 

installed. The movement of the character inside the video is made in the 

direction of the glass shutter. The vertical stand is in a position that al-

lows for it to be seen from the stairway hall and the main living room, 

where the video I’m Not There is. 

 

 

Figure 56 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition view of Referential Repèrage Ader's. On the left 
there is a view from the leaving room. On the right a view from the covered balcony showing Way To 
– Tug and the glass shutter next to which Referential Repèrage Ader’s is. 

 

The place for Way To – Tug was decided because of the image size (200x82cm). It 

is large enough to be seen the moment somebody enters the house’s garden 

from the street. It was the first work to be produced for this research project 

and it should be in a position that would allow people to see it in the beginning of 

the experience. Because of the place where it was set up and because it can only 

be accessed from within the house, it works as a bait for the viewers to go inside 

and try to find their way to the balcony. 
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Figure 57 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Way To - Tug. 
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The video I’m Not There was inside the main living room, one that had many 

paintings on the wall. The connection between the images depicted in the video 

(shot inside on of Tate Britain’s exhibition rooms) and this room was obvious. All 

the shades were closed to enforce the tone of the video: a gallery room shot at 

night, with all the lights off. 

 

   

Figure 58 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition view of I'm Not There, on top. Details of the room where it 
was set in, on the bottom. 

 

The stairway hall that connects these rooms had the photograph Walls #9, next 

to the stairs that led people to the second floor. 
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Figure 59 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition view of Walls #9. 

 

On the second floor, the first work to be seen is the coat from the Experience of 

Place, at the top of the stairs. When climbing the stairs, looking to the right, it is 

possible to see the last of the Walls photographs: number 5. 

 

Figure 60 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition view of Walls #5, from the stairs. 

 

This is the only image from this series that is not multi-layered, and it shows a 

hole in a castle wall. It was thought to be the last image of the exhibition and that 

was why it was put at the end of a corridor, on the most remote part of the 

house. 
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Figure 61 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Walls #5. 
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This photograph was to the right of the stairway. To the left side there were two 

connected rooms. In the first one, alongside with Salazar’s drawings and carica-

tures, there was a large 4k television, over a tabletop, with the soundless video 

Where Am I (the drone piece). 

 

 

Figure 62 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Where Am I. 
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In the last room there was a three by two meters sized projection of Chasms (the 

shorter exhibition version). The sound from this work occupied the three-di-

mensional space of the top floor of the house, providing a connection between 

the different works through the ambient sound. 

  

 

Figure 63 - João Leal’s Resisting Narrative exhibition views of Chasms. 

 

These works were set up so that it would be possible to see them from different 

places. 

 

  

Figure 64 – Both images are made from the room of the Chasms projection. On the left image it can be seen the 
coat from the Experience of Place and on the right one the film Where Am I. From this last room it was possible to 
see Walls #5 and, again, the coat. 
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The sound from the different videos (spread through the three floors and the 

gallery) was set to a volume that allowed for the creation of a fluid soundscape, 

one that could contaminate the spaces and call the viewers to explore them. So, 

besides the visual connection most of the works had between themselves, the 

sound, with its capability to travel and fill spaces, could work as an intangible el-

ement of unification of the different artworks. 

After reaching the top floor, people had to come down through the same path. 

That would allow for them to see the works for a second time, see the videos in 

different places of their timeline, establish connections between the works and 

experience the house. This working process, from the production of each art-

work to their articulation in one final exhibition, was undoubtedly enriched by 

the analysis of the artists chosen as main references and the in-situ experiences 

during the research process. 

 

3.3- In Situ physical experiences 

Methodologically speaking, the creative process forms the pathway (or part 
of it) through which new insights, understandings, and products come into 
being (Borgdorff, 2012, p. 146). 

The creative process in an artist’s life is seen as something that is omnipresent, 

not limited to the time of the conceptualization and production of the artwork. 

Being so, one of the pathways of this specific process, and an important aspect 

of its methodology, is visiting exhibitions (appendix 01), physically experiment-

ing the approaches other artists make to their themes or preferred concepts. 

This method allows for the understanding of the way the artworks are distrib-

uted throughout the spaces and what kind of relations are established between 

them and between the works themselves; how the ideas are materialized in dif-

ferent mediums; and the pathways of possibilities for the audience. This re-

search was important to the set-up of small exhibitions during the research pro-

cess (appendix 02) but was crucial to the set-up of the final show at the Museum 

House Abel Salazar. 

With a few exceptions, the exhibitions that influenced this research did not re-

sort to abstraction or non-representativeness. Many of them used recognized 

vehicles for the proliferation of narratives (mentioned in chapter 2.2). Some 

even had human elements, developing actions or events. But, at no point, those 

narrative elements or vehicles were structured to ‘tell a story ‘or ‘make sense’ in 
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a straightforward manner, although there were a considerable number of narra-

tive suggestions present in many of the works, opening possibilities for meaning 

making. 

Not all the highlighted exhibitions were by artists that were directly mentioned 

in the research. But all of them, in one way or the other, had a relevant contribu-

tion to this work. 

The first ones that are important to highlight are the Venice Biennales of 2009 

and 2011, where Portugal was represented by João Maria Gusmão & Pedro 

Paiva (2009d) and Francisco Tropa (2011b). The interest in João Maria Gusmão 

& Pedro Paiva is previous to the beginning of the research. The 2009 exhibition, 

visited in August 2009, was puzzling and prompted the will to come back to their 

work and study it in more depth. 

Francisco Tropa’s show (visited in August 2011) was conceptually interesting as 

it raised questions about representation and the way a relatively complex me-

chanical apparatus can transform different elements of nature (drops of water, 

dead fly, leaves, etc.) into abstract projections that invite viewers to dissect its 

construction to find out how simple the devices actually are. 

The way these artists layout their pieces in the exhibition space was inspiring 

and has a heuristic aspect to it that provokes a growing interest in me. 

     

figure 65 - Scenario by Francisco Tropa, 2011 © Pedro Tropa 

 

As it was already mentioned in chapter 1.1, the exhibition Gabriel Orozco at the 

Tate Modern (from the 19th of Jan. until the 25th of April 2011); was the trigger 

for this research. The visit occurred in February 2011. Due to the importance of 

this show, chapter 2.3 is entirely dedicated to Orozco and his work. 
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figure 66 - Gabriel Orozco La DS (1993), Modified Citroën DS, 140.1 x 482.5 x 115.1 cm, Fonds national d’art 
contemporain, Puteaux, France / Photography courtesy of Chantal Crousel Gallery, Paris. / Photo: Florian 
Kleinefenn, Paris. © 2009 Gabriel Orozco 

 

At the same time Orozco’s exhibition was on, there was the show Susan Hiller at 

the Tate Britain in London (from the 1st of Feb. until the 15th of May 2011). At 

the time of the visit (Feb. 2011), this was not a particularly relevant show in 

terms of the ways it could relate to this research. After beginning the production 

of the series Referential Repèrages (2013), Susan Hiller’s (USA, b.1940, d.2019) 

series Homages (an ongoing series that started in 1969 with the Homage to Jo-

seph Beuys) came to my mind. In 2011, they were seen as a somehow subservient 

and straightforward way of quoting her references. This point of view was 

grounded in three aspects: the name of the series itself, Homages, it suggests an 

uncritical standing point, unless irony was to be used, which it is not; the inclu-

sion of the name of the author who were being honoured; and, in most cases, the 

easily recognisable approaches she had to the specific artworks she chose to 

work with. Now I see these works as ones that fit in an academic way of art prac-

ticing, lacking a better expression to put it. One that directly cites the authors 

that were used as reference for its production. Susan Hiller’s Homages (Hiller, no 

date) to various artists (with pieces that span from 1969 until 2011) use particu-

lar works from the cited artists as a starting point to the production of recrea-

tion pieces. For example, the Homage To Marcel Duchamp: Auras (2008) related 
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to Duchamp’s painting Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel (2010) where he portrays Ray-

mond Dumouchel, his childhood friend who was a radiology medical student, 

with a strange glow surrounding his hand suggesting that Dumouchel had some 

kind of magical healing power or a supernatural ability to see things other peo-

ple could not see (his work with x-rays was pioneering at the time). Hiller has a 

more colourful approach where she “features found portraits of individuals sur-

rounded by clouds of light” (Tate Britain, 2011), probably more aligned with the 

contemporary needs of the art world. 

There were two other Hiller artworks, Voyage (2009a) and Voyage on a Rough 

Sea (2009b), that came to mind a few years after the visit. These artworks relate 

to an earlier one called Dedicated to the Unknown Artists (1972-76). These Voy-

ages are Hiller’s Homage To Marcel Broodthaers’s and his 16mm silent film and 

artist book Un voyage en mer du nord or A Voyage on the North Sea (1973/74), de-

picting images of sailing boats in sometimes calm other times rough seas. When 

Bas Jan Ader was evoked in relation to my research, they suddenly came to life 

because of the link they established with Ader’s passion for sailing and his 1975 

endeavour In Search of the Miraculous, a transatlantic solo sailing trip in a 4-me-

ter-long boat from the US to Ireland, a work that should have been a part of an 

unfinished triptych, that ended up with his death. One of my Referential 

Repèrages (Ader’s, video 1920x1080 with stereo sound, 1’32’’) has Bas Jan Ader 

in mind in a rehearsal of a fall, where the impact of the fall, is hidden from sight, 

contrary to Ader’s fall films. 

There is a relation between Hiller’s Homages and the series Referential Repèrages 

produced within this research, even though mine are not as direct in the refer-

ence they make to the original authors. As an example, the Referential Repèrages 

named Barneys #1, #2 and #3 (three HD videos with stereo sound lasting around 

2’ each) are related to Matthew Barney’s Cremaster 4 (1994), the fourth part of 

the cremaster Cycle (created between 1994 and 2002), shot entirely in the Isle 

of Man converting its landscape into one of the film characters. The three films 

are a (very) late repèrage (location scouting) to a film that had been already shot. 

The possibilities for these shots to be used in the final edit would have been 

scarce even if they were shot before the original film was produced. Being shot 

19 years after, renders it impossible for them to be used by the master. Within 

this impossibility lies the irony: these films have no practical use whatsoever. 
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figure 67 – Susan Hiller’s Homage to Marcel Broodthaers: Voyage (2009), 16 archival dry prints, 30 x 40 cm over-
all 

 

A month after visiting Orozco’s and Hiller’s shows, I saw the Brief History of Slow-

ness and Vertigo by João Maria Gusmão & Pedro Paiva), at Graça Brandão’s gal-

lery in Lisbon (March 2011). An exhibition in a commercial gallery context is al-

ways different from one in an art biennale. Although there was an agglutinating 

concept to this show, a bigger variety of works was shown and the inclination to 

present sellable pieces gained relevance. But to get a wider perspective of these 

artists’ work it was important to see works using mediums other than film. Ob-

serving the different ways, they show their work obviously contributes to a 

deeper understanding of what they do, but, more importantly, allows for a vali-

dation of their conceptual consistency. The strangeness of the phenomena they 

depict and invoke in their artwork transcends the gallery space. The pieces are 

displayed in a way that involves the viewers in these artists’ quests, creating a 

kind of a phenomenological maze where all the elements seem to be guiding 

them to a variety of disguised abysses. 
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figure 68 – Exhibition view of João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva’s exhibition Brief History of Slowness and 
Vertigo (Graça Brandão 2011) 

 

In 2012 I came across Marijke van Warmerdam, an artist born in the Nether-

lands (1959), a body of work that uses film, video, sculpture, photography and 

language, and focuses “the spectator’s gaze on the simple beauty of everyday 

life” (Serralves, 2012), in her retrospective exhibition Close by in the distance 

(2012) at the Serralves Museum, (from the 21st of Jul. until the 14th of October 

2012). 

The non-narrativeness in van Warmerdam oeuvre is unquestionable. Her sto-

ries do not need “beginnings and ends” (Warmerdam, 2012, p. 11). Many pieces 

depict cuts from an organized day to day normality – the film Douche from 1995, 

a 35mm loop projection where a man is seen having an endless shower, or Pan-

cake from 1995, a large photograph where a full moon shaped pancake is frozen 

while thrown in the air - or show unspectacular acts (Vibrating Glass of Milk, 

1991) not trying to say anything but, at the same time, reflecting upon nothing-

ness. 

Her works can be seen as small pieces that can fit the viewer’s life puzzles. While 

seeing Warmerdam’s works (the show was visited in September 2012), viewers 

can find room to put their own lives and experiences into it. The way her pieces 

are installed in the gallery space is meant to involve the viewers, to instigate 

them to see from various perspectives. This is the aspect that interested me the 

most in her work. Many of her films escape the dark room and come out into the 
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white space of the gallery rooms, enhancing the sculptural aspect of the projec-

tor / screen ensemble. These films relate to her photographs, installations and 

sculptures that are spread throughout the walls and floors of the gallery space. 

Even though the themes are very different, in terms of the way the artworks are 

presented, I see some connections to João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva’s 

work. Besides the sculptural importance of the projections, the sound of the 

projector, along with the reduced length of the films, are common elements to 

their oeuvres. 

Besides this connection, there are also some formal bonds between the pro-

jected image of Warmerdam’s film Passage (1992) and John Cage’s film One11 

(discussed in chapter 2.2). All of them deny narrative through a “non-represen-

tational” (Aumont et al., 1992, p. 71) strategy. In Passage (see figure 69), the ex-

clusive use of black and white, immediately relates to a binomial system, one of 

presence/absence, positive/negative, right/wrong, trying to reduce the interpre-

tative elements to a bare minimum. In the projection, a black and a white square 

is alternatively zoomed in, from a small dot in the centre of the screen until it oc-

cupies the entire frame, creating an illusion of infinitude, in an allusion to Du-

champ’s Anémic Cinéma37 (Duchamp and Ray, 1926). The screen is inlaid in the 

projection apparatus creating a visual relation between the projected image and 

the process responsible for its creation, exalting and confronting the complexity 

of the process in relation to the apparent plainness of the result. 

 

figure 69 - Marijke van Warmerdam’s Passage, 1992 / 16mm film loop, b&w, 5'02'', 15x21cm projection 

 
37 “Anemic Cinema alternates shots of moving spirals and shots of texts mounted on disks in slight 
relief. The texts, which we read from the outside inwards, involve complex word play that may, on 
certain if always instable readings, suggest to us a set of erotic scenarios.” (Testa, 2002) 
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And then came João Maria Gusmão & Pedro Paiva again. These artists occupied 

an entire room inside the Arsenale Pavilion, at the 55th Venice Biennale (from 

the 01st of Jun. until the 24th of November 2013). This was an important oppor-

tunity to see them in a collective show context. 

A selection of their films produced between 2006 and 2013 (such as Colombo’s 

Column from 2006 or Solar, the blind man eating a papaya from 2011), were pre-

sented in a set-up of 16mm projections, with different sizes. As it is usual in their 

exhibitions, all the screens and projectors occupied the exhibition space in a 

sculptural manner. The architecture of the room and the way the different ele-

ments were set around it, along with the white structures that were used to put 

the projectors on and for visitors to sit and rest while seeing the films, is an in-

stallation in itself. As with all other Gusmão & Paiva’s exhibitions that were vis-

ited in the course of this research, it was relevant for my study to understand 

the way these artists use the exhibition spaces to establish an interaction be-

tween their work and the pre-existing architectural elements. Despite them be-

ing formally contrasting, their coexistence is harmonious and able to instigate 

new interpretative possibilities. This show was visited in August 2013. 

 

figure 70 João Maria Gusmão & Pedro Paiva’s Arsenale Pavilion installation view, 2013 (image by Sies+Höke, 
Dusseldorf) 

 

At the same time the Venice Biennale was on, a mythical show was reconsti-

tuted: When Attitude becomes Form: Bern 1969/Venice 2013 at the Prada Foun-

dation in Venice (from the 01st of Jun. until the 03rd of November 2013). 
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This re-enactment was “curated by Germano Celant in dialogue with Thomas 

Demand and Rem Koolhaas, and it reconstructs Live in Your Head. When Attitudes 

Become Form, a show curated by Harald Szeemann at the Bern Kunsthalle in 

1969, which went down in history for the curator’s radical approach to exhibi-

tion practice, conceived as a linguistic medium” (Fondazione Prada, 2013). Its 

goal was to “revisit, with the same intensity and energy, the post-pop and post-

minimalist art research of the time, ranging from Process art to Conceptual art, 

Arte Povera and Land art”. (Boccioletti, 2013) The show had works by a large 

number of artists, namely Joseph Beuys, Walter De Maria, Barry Flanagan, 

Philip Glass, Sol LeWitt, Richard Long, Mario Merz, Bruce Nauman, Dennis Op-

penheim, Steve Reich, Allen Ruppersberg, Richard Serra, Michael Snow among 

many others. (N.A., 2013) 

This exhibition was on during the 55th Biennale. The visit was not planned and 

there was no previous knowledge about the historical importance of this curato-

rial experience. The title of the show was a decisive lure. When this exhibition 

came across (August 2013), an important question was hovering behind this 

PhD research: how could we materialize an idea that was difficult to explain or 

how could we give form to something that looked like an intricate abstraction? A 

posteriori it is possible to verify that this exhibition shed light onto this question 

because it was possible to infer that these (in most cases) non-narrative works, 

when put together in a specific manner, one set up in relation to with an impos-

ing pre-existing form – in this case, an 18th century venetian pallazo that, among 

other physically impressive aspects, has a number of frescos on the first floor – 

can induce the construction of polysemic readings around otherwise over-codi-

fied artworks: it was all related to the organization and distribution of the art-

works throughout the exhibition space. At the same time, this show is seminal in 

terms of the way the set-up of the exhibition is a fundamental part of the crea-

tive process and the adaptation of the artworks to the space is, in itself, a crea-

tive act. To show this, there were several videos of some of the participant art-

ists of the original show (1969 in Bern), constructing the artworks in situ. 

Although the artworks within this PhD research are formally less adaptable to 

the idiosyncrasies of the spaces, its adjustment in terms of the presentation ap-

paratus, viewing sizes (projections and screens), positioning and room prepara-

tion, was a big concern during the preparation of the final exhibition (Resisting 

Narrative) and When Attitude becomes Form was an important reference. 
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Figure 71 - When Attitude becomes Form: Bern 1969/Venice 2013, exhibition view (Maranzano, 2013) 
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The next relevant show was The Bride and the Bachelors: Duchamp with Cage, Cun-

ningham, Rauschenberg and Johns at the Barbican Centre in London (from the 

14th of Feb. until the 09th of June 2013). This was an exhibition where the work 

of Marcel Duchamp (France, b.1887 – d.1968) was put in relation to the work of 

four artists that were highly influenced by him: John Cage (USA, b.1912 – 

d.1992), Merce Cunningham (USA, b.1919 – d.2009), Robert Rauschenberg 

(USA, b.1925 – d.2008) and Jasper Johns (USA, b.1930). The importance of the 

visit (October 2013) to this research is due to the need for understanding the ar-

tistic context of Cage’s work, although this research was only focusing on his last 

artwork and only film, One11 and 103. Cage, the same way Cunningham, Rausch-

enberg and Johns, with Duchamp as their artistic mentor, went through his ar-

tistic life working around the essence of the raw material of his art: sound. This 

constant recurrence to the essence is made without expecting to find an inner 

meaning: Cage doesn’t need sound to mean anything. He says “I don’t need 

sound to talk to me” (Cage, 1991), he likes it for what it is, to freely play around 

with it. Seeing Cage’s work in relation to Duchamp and to the other three artists 

helped to give a sense to the film One11 (given as an example in chapter 2.2), to 

understand where did it came from: an artwork produced without any kind of in-

tellectual constraint, conceptually aligned with the previous work, following his 

chance determined philosophy with an obsessively organised methodology. This 

exhibition acted as a narrative context for Cage’s film and as an incitement to 

produce without self-imposed restrictions. 

The last three shows were set up in Portugal. The first one is The Weight of Para-

dise by Rui Chafes in the Gulbenkian Modern Arts Centre, in Lisbon (from the 

13th of Feb. until the 18th of May 2014). Rui Chafes (Lisbon, 1966) is an im-

portant Portuguese artist/sculptor, working mostly with steel. Again, like all the 

other artists mentioned in this chapter, the interest in Chafes is related to the 

way his sculptures are incorporated in the exhibition spaces (aside from a per-

sonal interest for the formal aspect and the lightness that the steel gains in his 

sculptures). This exhibition was the first big retrospective of Chafes work, “cov-

ering twenty-five years” of his artistic production, bringing together more than 

one hundred artworks. With his sculptures he explores concepts like ‘dreams’, 

‘death’ and ‘pain’ (Calouste Gulbenkian Museum, 2014) materializing them into 

forms that directly address the public with their sharp edges and pointed ends, 

interfering with their movement around the gallery space while renting their 

field of view. The artworks occupy the three-dimensional space of the gallery, 

including floors and ceiling. At some points, the visitors might find themselves 
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engaged on a quest for sculptures that often mingle with the surrounding envi-

ronment, a quest that will be interrupted by occasional bumps with some other 

big and formally imposing artworks. These quests can be seen as having a double 

sense, as they also contribute to the engagement of the visitors with the exhibi-

tion space. These aspects were sought for with the preparation of the final exhi-

bition of the PhD research, at the Casa Museu Abel Salazar, and that is why The 

Weight of Paradise was an important exhibition to visit. 

 

 

 

Figure 72 - Still frames from the film "Travel to the confines of a place I have never been to" (Grilo, 2014), a 
film about Rui Chafe’s exhibition The Weight of Paradise. 
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At the same time - opening and closing in the same dates - and in the same place 

- the downstairs gallery - there was another show called Inner Narrative by João 

Tabarra (Lisbon, 1966). Tabarra is another important Portuguese artist working 

with video and photography. His works evolve around the construction of im-

ages that most of the times suggest the existence of an underlying narrative. His 

self-representations are a mixture of re-enactments of fable characters (fairy’s 

or animals) in real, day-to-day environments, and the inclusion of his figure in 

ironic or absurd situations with a “critical discourse about the tensions between 

the subject and the social and economical post-capitalist models” (Tavares, no 

date). 

The physical presence of the artist’s persona in the artworks and its conceptual 

relation to the oeuvre’s motifs, the underlying irony inherent to his art (mostly in 

the earlier works) and the relation between the still and the moving image along 

with their dialogue (scale and presentation apparatus) within the gallery space 

are elements that served as important references to this research. 

 

Figure 73 - Frame Still from João Tabarra’s The Snake Charmer (Tabarra, 2007) 

 

Two years later came another show by Rui Chafes but this time in collaboration 

with Pedro Costa and Jean-Marie Straub & Danièle Huillet at Machado de Cas-

tro National Museum in Coimbra (from the 26th of Nov. 2015 until the 31st of 

Jan. 2016). Pedro Costa is a famous Portuguese film director known for his very 
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austere films, in the border between documentary and fiction, with both actors 

and non-actors. Straub and Huillet were a French couple (Danièle Huillet died in 

2006) also very rigorous in the way they constructed their films which are 

mainly based on literature or musical texts, texts they “don’t adapt, but confront 

and establish dialogues” (Cinemateca Portuguesa, 2018). Their films are mostly 

about “resistance, dissidence and revolution” (Cinemateca Portuguesa, 2018). 

The exhibition Família (family, in English) was a part of the first edition of a bien-

nale set out in Coimbra, Portugal: the AnoZero’15. Família was set up in the ro-

man Cryptoporticus38 of the Machado de Castro National Museum. A number of 

Rui Chafes sculptures are installed in dialogue with projected film portraits, shot 

by Pedro Costa (Lisbon, 1959) while he was filming Down to Earth (1994) in Cape 

Verde. Besides these two artists there is also a small contribution from the 

filmmakers Jean-Marie Straub (France, 1933) and Danièle Huillet (France, 

b.1959 – d.2006) in the form of a small tribute film to Stéphane Mallarmé39. In 

this exhibition, the relevance and presence of the building was unequivocal. It is 

a labyrinth construction with a large extension of walkable galleries and ele-

vated walkways with yellow and irregular limestone walls, buried under the mu-

seum facilities. Once in there, the natural light disappears and the outside world 

becomes a remote place, contributing to the creation of an immersive experi-

ence. By its characteristics this is a place that could easily impose itself over the 

artworks. Something that did not happen in this exhibition: Chafes black steel 

sculptures were either leaning on the walls, hanging on some of the inaccessible 

galleries (ones that can only be seen by far, while walking through the long corri-

dors) or, the ones that looked like black linens, suspended as if they were dark 

sheets that were put to dry to a slight breeze. The sculptures are slightly high-

lighted by directional lights, without which they would be invisible. Pedro 

Costa’s projections were framed in the building structure, the screens were set 

up in small gaps at improbable places, the projected images were dark and low-

key, hence harder to find. But, precisely because of that, experiencing the exhi-

bition also means discovering the building, having new perspectives over it. 

The symbiosis between the artworks and the place where they are shown, is un-

equivocal. And the interaction seems to gain importance when the building is 

 
38 “A covered  gallery  that was a characteristic feature of the ancient Roman palazzo. It was usually designed to 
provide shade and a cool place for walking.” (Editors of the Encyclopædia Britannica, no date) 

39 France, b.1842 – d.1898. “French poet, an originator (with Paul Verlaine) and a leader of the  Symbolist 
movement  in  poetry.” 
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imposing, either by its structure, its history or both. This was the case of the final 

exhibition of this research – the exhibition Resisting Narrative / Resistir à Narra-

tiva was set up in the peculiar Abel Salazar’s Museum House –, and that is why 

the experience of Chafes, Costa, Straub&Huillet’s exhibition Família was of a 

major importance as a reference for a perfect symbiotic relation between a 

building and the artworks within it. 

 

  

Figure 74 - André Cepeda's installation photographs for the book Família Aeminium (Costa and Chafes, 2016) 
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4- Conclusion 

Artistic research seeks in and through the production of art to contribute 
not just to the artistic universe, but to what we ‘know’ and ‘understand’. In so 
doing, it goes beyond the artistic universe in two ways. First, the results of 
the research extend further than the personal artistic development of the 
artist in question… Second, the research is expressly intended to shift the 
frontiers of the discipline (Borgdorff, 2012, p. 161). 

 

During a large period of the long process of this research, a doubt remained per-

sistently present: can this work be considered research? The two conditions 

Borgdorff raises are pertinent and a good way to try and validate an answer to 

the question. Concerning the first condition, this research relates an original 

body of work to a number of questions raised in the written document. These 

questions are argued in relation to other practitioners’ artwork in response to 

theoretical authors. 

The practical results of the research, the original artwork, extends far beyond 

the “development of the artist in question” because, when it is related to the 

written component, it produces a new perspective over the proposed theme: 

the resistance to narrative in the arts and the way artistic research uses narra-

tivity to overcome the constraints of academia. Although it is possible for artis-

tic works to resist or even counter narrative structures, it is difficult to escape 

narrativity. Even when producing work that is non-representational, there will 

always be some elements that would allow for the construction of some kind of 

narrative. And if there is nothing in the artworks from which a narrative can be 

constructed, the author’s or artist’s personal journey or their pre-existing work 

give enough elements to elaborate a narrative of understanding. Ultimately, the 

artist’s working process necessarily involves a narrative context, an event, se-

quence of events or reasons that leads her/him to work in such a way. And nar-

rative processes will eventually meddle with the artistic working methods. 

In terms of the audience’s relation to the artworks, as an artist, it is difficult to 

prevent narrative constructions. When someone tries to construct a context to 

convey meaning to what she or he is experiencing, narrative comes in naturally. 

This argument was materialized through the analysis of artworks commonly as-

sociated with non-narrative. When a relation is established between the work, 

the artists’ insights about their own work, and the analysis to the work made by 

critics or theoreticians, it is almost inevitable that a narrative structure arises. 

From the artists analysed in this research, the ones that more effectively resist 
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this narrative construction are João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva. The analy-

sis of their work is sparse and mostly based on the few references the artists’ 

give or through the empirical experiences of their shows. Also, the books about 

their artwork are evasive in the way they contextualize the work. And that is 

something that hinders the understanding of their oeuvre. This is an aspect that 

enhances the mystery about their work, making it more appealing as a subject of 

analysis in this research. 

The choice of the artists came naturally by the impact they had upon me as an 

artist, in a process that had an intimate and conscious relation to chance. Sub-

consciously, there was an underlying aspect that only gained form after reading 

Susan Sontag’s essay Against Interpretation and its last sentence: 

In place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art (Sontag, 2009, p. 14). 

The artists encountered during this research involved an element of chance, but 

their choice depended on the result of a sensory experience with the work itself 

and a physical response to it. Their work should not be self-explanatory and lit-

eral, on the other hand it should constitute a compelling and exciting puzzle. 

Hermeneutics, interpretation, reduces the sensory encounter and pleasure of 

the artwork for Sontag. She is setting up an opposition between a realm of intel-

lection and experience, a tension which underlies my own research, with the de-

sire to make work both resistant to the structures and demands of academia but 

at the same time necessarily having to be accepted within this framework. And it 

is here where the boundaries of this practice-based research are pushed: the fo-

cus is placed in the experimental aspect of the practice and in the way the art-

ist’s own personal difficulties and his refusal to comply with academia constrains 

regarding traditional methodological approaches to research. This results in an 

artistic/research work that ironically questions the actual process of enduring a 

PhD research, one that hopes to open pathways and (who knows) encourage 

other artists to face this challenge. 

Gabriel Orozco crossed the path of this research and caused such an impact that 

it triggered the questions that led to the development of this project. After him 

came the Portuguese duo João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva, whose work I al-

ready knew and felt intrigued by. The feelings of doubt, enchantment and sense 

of intrigue were like those felt with Orozco’s work. Then I came across John 

Cage’s film One11, which allowed for a connection around the idea of openness 

and silence that spread throughout the research. And finally, Tacita Dean and 

her film Boots, shot in Porto; an artist that keeps her work closely connected to 
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her personal journey and in this respect, parallels the ways in which my art prac-

tice is tied to my own personal journey, as both a researcher and academic. 

In these case studies, the analysis of Orozco’s, João Maria Gusmão and Pedro 

Paiva’s and Dean’s work, in relation to Cage’s film and the theoretical authors 

became an exercise in self-reflexivity about my own work. These artists do not 

work with narrative, but they all rely on it as an entry point to their work: their 

own personal narratives leading them to produce work that relates to their con-

texts; a synthesis of narratives outside their personal contexts that are influen-

tial to their working processes. And these working processes were important 

factors for their inclusion in this thesis, because in some cases, they shape the 

formal elements of the artworks. A strong example of it is the Yielding Stone 

(1992), by Gabriel Orozco. 

 

The emphasis of the research project was placed on the working process and on 

the way it related to the personal journey of the artist. The starting point for the 

research was the practice and the resulting artworks in relation to other artists’ 

work and related exhibitions. But as the journey evolved, it started to make 

sense to include myself as a character in some of the films. The personal aspect 

of this long journey imposed itself over the artwork. And it was objectively a 

long journey of almost ten years. One that was key to the production of the art-

work and to establish the framework supporting the artwork. The struggle with 

the constrains of PhD research and the difficulties related to the inconstancy of 

my personal dedication to the research due to personal and professional issues, 

made me come in and out of the project, which happens to link with the dichot-

omy between proximity and distance, one of the ideas to which my work is re-

sponsive. At the same time, it constituted a problem because it deprived me of 

the focus any research project needs to have, which led to the delay in its con-

clusion. But because this research has an intricate relation to its author’s per-

sonal and professional life, it also brought a positive aspect to it: the distance al-

lowed for a gain in terms of the objectivity of the approach to the artwork, which 

allowed for it to be seen as research. 

The duration of this research made it possible to clarify the relation and resem-

blances between the idea of structure – another element to which my work is 

responsive – and narrativity, not only in non-narrative artworks but also in aca-

demic research – because of the way it is organised (a series of events, a large 

number of characters, various actions, etc). And that it could be through these 
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relations and resemblances that this project could be converted from art prac-

tice into a self-reflective artistic PhD research. 

The outcomes of the research resulted in several artworks that, at some points, 

have a movement towards narrative, not in a readerly but in a writerly way. Alt-

hough the written component of the research tends to the readerly, all the art-

works are writerly, in the terms Roland Barthes uses in his book S/Z (2002, p. 5). 

They require the spectator spend time to engage with the artworks and become 

productive rather than passive in their relation to the artworks. Even though 

there are important symbolisms that led to the creation of the artworks, they 

are left out when the work is shown in an exhibition context, because as Um-

berto Eco argued in relation to the written texts: 

The important thing is to prevent a single sense from imposing itself at the 
very outset of the receptive process. Blank space surrounding a word, 
typographical adjustments, and spatial composition in the page setting of 
the poetic text—all contribute to create a halo of indefiniteness and to make 
the text pregnant with infinite suggestive possibilities (Eco, 1989, p. 8). 

 

As I have hopefully shown and argued throughout my practice-led research, the 

artwork should also remain open to polysemy, remain beyond interpretation alt-

hough not against it. 

 

After this chapter is closed, this line of artistic research will continue towards 

the production of artwork around the main ideas that my work responds to – 

structures and the relation between proximity and distance – and will increase 

its relation to chance and embrace failure as an intrinsic element of the final re-

sults of the artistic working process. 
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APPENDIX 

One of the main aspects of a research project is its dissemination to the com-

munity, either artistic, academic or general public. Exposing the different 

aspects of the research to the opinions and analysis of colleagues, aca-

demia, general public, friends is a fundamental way of getting feedbacks 

and insights in order to, on the one hand, achieve a broad understanding 

of the impact of the work and, on the other to help shape the work, to 

bring as much inputs as possible to the research. This actually sustains the 

idea that “Research must take place in a critical context, and by its nature be 

open to challenge and debate.” (Malins, Gray Katie Bunnell and Wheeler, 1995, 

p. 3). And this project has grown and evolved to places otherwise impossible to 

achieve if it weren’t for its exposure to multiple audiences. 

Being so, it is considered that the dissemination is another methodological ele-

ment of this research. This element involved published peer review articles, 

book chapters (not peer reviewed), public oral presentations either inside and 

outside the university context, screenings of the films in film festivals and exhi-

bitions in different contexts. Whenever the artwork that constitutes the main 

body of the research was shown, there was the chance to understand the impact 

the multiple ways of showing had in the different audiences and it was also pos-

sible to test different aspects of its presentation: various installation options 

and how they could relate to different spaces and with the surrounding ele-

ments, the formats used to present them (with or without frame, multiple 

mounting types, etc.), the way the films could be shown (screen or projection) 

and their scales (print, projection and screen sizes). 

The films were shown mostly in video art film festivals (Portugal, Canada, 

France and Russia). The shows happened in Portugal in different exhibition con-

texts (small venues, larger places, conventional white cubes and more alterna-

tive venues). Apart from one solo show, all the others were group shows. 
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APPENDIX 01 – Visits to relevant exhibitions 

Chronologically organized list of the exhibitions that were relevant to the devel-

opment of this research project: 

_ Venice Biennales 2009 and 2011, where Portugal was represented by João Maria 

Gusmão & Pedro Paiva (Gusmão and Paiva, 2009c) and Francisco Tropa (Tropa, 2011a); 

_ Gabriel Orozco at the Tate Modern (from the 19th of Jan. until the 25th of April 2011); 

_ Brief History of Slowness and Vertigo by João Maria Gusmão & Pedro Paiva), at Galeria 

Graça Brandão in Lisbon (March 2011); 

_ Susan Hiller at the Tate Britain in London (from the 1st of Feb. until the 15th of May 2011); 

_ Marijke van Warmerdam: Close by in the distance (Warmerdam, 2012) at the Serralves 

Museum, (from the 21st of Jul. until the 14th of October 2012); 

_ The Bride and the Bachelors: Duchamp with Cage, Cunningham, Rauschenberg and Johns at 

the Barbican Centre in London (from the 14th of Feb. until the 09th of June 2013); 

_ João Maria Gusmão & Pedro Paiva show in the 55th Venice Biennale (from the 01st of Jun. 

until the 24th of November 2013); 

_ When Attitude becomes Form: Bern 1969/Venice 2013 at the Prada Foundation in Venice 

(from the 01st of Jun. until the 03th of November 2013); 

_ The Weight of Paradise by Rui Chafes in Gulbenkian Modern Arts Centre, in Lisbon (from 

the 13th of Feb. until the 18th of May 2014); 

_ Inner Narrative by João Tabarra in Gulbenkian Modern Arts Centre in Lisbon (from the 

13th of Feb. until the 18th of May 2014); 

_ Família by Rui Chafes and Pedro Costa with Jean-Marie Straub & Danièle Huillet at 

Machado de Castro National Museum in Coimbra (from the 26th of Nov. 2015 until the 31th of Jan. 

2016). 
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APPENDIX 02 – Exhibitions of research artwork 

A chronologically organized list of all the exhibitions made with artwork 

produced within the context of this research project: 

_ Group show–Laissez Faire – collective art exhibition, Porto, (Dec. 2012): presentation of 

four images of the series Walls (Leal, 2012) 

_ Solo show- Olhos na Pru, Santo Thyrso Factory, Santo Tirso (Jul. 2013): presentation of 

the series Experience of Place (photography, video and installations); 

_ Group show - Guimarães Noc Noc, Guimarães (Oct. 2013): presentation of the series Ex-

perience of Place (only the video and the installations); 

_ Group show- The Interpreted Real, Porto (Nov. 2014): presentation of one image of the 

series Quixote, related to the talk entitled The Revolution is Me, made within the Docu-

mentary Film and Photography Cycle Images of the Imagined Real. 2014’s conference was 

subjected to the theme Revolutions. 

_ Group show – XVIII Cerveira Bienalle – Looking at the past to build the Future, Vila Nova 

de Cerveira (Jul. 2015): presentation of part of the series Walls (Leal, 2012); 

_ Group show – APNEIA - Artistic Residency (preliminary show), Porto (Sept./Oct. 2015):  

presentation of part of the Quixote series (Leal, 2013c); 

_ Group show – Archivo exhibition, Porto (Sept./Oct. 2015): presentation of two images 

of the Walls series (Leal, 2012). This show was related to the publication of the Archivo 

Zine publication (issue 13, summer 2015); 

_ Group show – APNEIA - Artistic Residency (final show), Porto (Nov. 2015): premiere of 

the Coming & Going artwork; 

_ Group show – Picture This – approaches to visual research, Calgary, Canada (May/June 

2016): presentation of the films from the series Referential Repèrages. This event was 

part of the Annual Canadian Sociological Association (CSA) Conference; 

_ Group show – InPossible, with an n… entering in the possibility, Arquipélago Contempo-

rary Art Centre, Azores (Aug./Dec. 2016): presentation of the film Chasms; 

_ Solo show - Resisting Narrative / Resistir à Narrativa, Casa Museu Abel Salazar, São 

Mamede de Infesta (Dec. 2016/Jan. 2017): this was the PhD’s final exhibition; 

_ International encounters – Les Rencontres Internationales Paris-Berlin, Paris France 

(Mar. 2017): the film Chasms (Leal, 2015a) was included at the encounter’s videotheque; 

_ Film Festival – Euro Fest, St. Petersburg, Russia (July, 2017): presentation of the film 

Chasms (Leal, 2015a); 
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_ Film Festival – FUSO Lisbon International Video Art Event, Museum of Art, Architecture 

and Technology, Lisbon, Portugal (Aug. 2017): the film Referential Repèrage – Barney’s #2 

was shown at the competition event; 

_ Film Festival – Alternative Film and Video Festival, Belgrade, Serbia (Dec. 2017): the film 

Where Am I was shown at the competition event. 

_ Group show at Extéril gallery, Porto, Portugal (March 2018): presentation of the Refer-

ential Repèrage series (4 films); 

_ Group show – Cerveira Biennalle, Vila Nova de Cerveira, Portugal (Aug./Sept. 2018): 

presentation of the film Where Am I and of the photograph Way To. At this event the film 

Where Am I won an acquisition award (nine were attributed in total), the main prize at-

tributed in this event. 
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APPENDIX 03a – Published articles with public 

presentation - Peer reviewed 

List of peer reviewed articles published during the course of this research pro-

ject: 

_ An published at the Conference Proceedings of the 3rd Annual Meeting of the AIM 

(Moving Image Researchers Association) and it had the following title: The impossibility 

of the non-narrative cinema (Leal, 2014). The text was used to construct chapter 2.2 of the 

written component of this research. 

_ This article was published in the journal Gama by the Faculty of Fine Arts of the Univer-

sity of Lisbon. The title of the article was: About narratives, creating unrealities - The narra-

tive in João Maria Gusmão´s and Pedro Paiva's work (Leal, 2013a). This text was the basis 

of the chapters 2.2 and 2.4 of this thesis. 
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APPENDIX 03b – Published articles and artwork - 

Not reviewed by peers 

Follows a list of books and catalogues where parts of this research – both 

artwork and texts - were published without peer review: 

_ Book chapter in the publication IRI 10 years with the work Experience of Place (Leal, 

2013b). This book was a celebration of the 10th anniversary of the documentary photog-

raphy and film cycle Images of the Imagined Real; 

_ Book chapter in the publication Asprela with the film Where Am I (Leal, 2015e). This 

book had a collection of works (all using photography with the exception of Where Am I) 

made around the Asprela University Campus, where part of this research was devel-

oped. Where Am I was shot throughout the campus; 

_ Book chapter in the publication Cadernos IRI #1 with the paper Unveiling a non-narrative 

or a narrative without its veil - about Tacita Dean’s Boots (2003) (Leal, 2015c). This article 

was used to construct chapter 2.5 of this thesis; 

_ Catalogue of the Cerveira Biennale – publication of part of the Walls series that were 

shown at the biennale (Various, 2015). Cerveira’s is the oldest biennale in Portugal, first 

organized in 1978 by a group of Portuguese artists including Henrique Viana and José 

Rodrigues; 

_ Archivo Zine, Issue 13, Summer 2015, with a chapter dedicated to the work Walls (Leal, 

2015d). This magazine is a “quarterly bilingual magazine aiming to contribute to the criti-

cal reflection on photography's relations to the document and documentary.” (Pinho, 

2017); 

_ APNEIA (Leal et al., 2017), with a chapter dedicated to the works Quixote (Leal, 2013c) 

and Coming & Going (Leal, 2015b). This book was the result of five artistic residencies 

that took place at the Cooperativa Árvore, Porto. 
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APPENDIX 04a – Public presentations made out-

side the university context 

A chronologically organized list of all the public presentations made outside the 

University of South Wales or the University of Wales, Newport: 

_ Presentation of the peer reviewed article About narratives, creating unrealities The narra-

tive in João Maria Gusmão ́s and Pedro Paiva's work (Leal, 2013a) at CSO’s Conference 

(Creators talking about other artists) in the Fine Arts University, Lisbon (Mar. 2013). 

The book where the article was published came out during the conference; 

_ Presentation of the peer reviewed article The impossibility of the non-narrative cinema 

(Leal, 2014) at AIM’s (Moving Images Researcher’s Association) Conference, in the Uni-

versity of Coimbra (May 2013). The publication only happened in the following year; 

_ Conference organized by NIMAE (Music, Arts and Performing Arts research group) at 

ESMAE (School of Music, Arts and Performing Arts), Porto (Apr. 2014). This presenta-

tion’s intention was to give a comprehensive talk about the goals and contents of this re-

search and to some of the artworks produced so far; 

_ Talk at the Documentary Film and Photography Cycle Images of the Imagined Real, 

Porto (Nov. 2014). This year’s conference was subjected to the theme Revolutions and 

the talk was entitled The Revolution is Me. This talk gave a situation status of the research 

at the time of the presentation while relating it to the conference main theme. Alongside 

the conference an image of the series Quixote (Leal, 2013c) was presented next to the 

MA students exhibition, in Porto’s city centre; 

_ Cerveira Biennale Talks, in Vila Nova de Cerveira (Jul. 2015). This presentation’s inten-

tion was to give a comprehensive talk about the theme and contents of the current re-

search; 

_ Research Seminar Narrative and Audiovisual Creation, Catholic University of Portugal, 

Porto (Mar. 2016). In this seminar the presentation consisted of a summary of the chap-

ter 2.5 of this thesis; 

_ Communication at the NECS conference (European Network for Cinema and Media 

Studies). The conference was subjected to the theme Sensibility & the Senses – Media Bod-

ies Practices (Jun. 2017). The presented communication had the following title: Resisting 

Narrative - A sensorial approach to art practice: from creation to exhibition; 

_ Communication at the Documentary Film and Photography Cycle Images of the Imag-

ined Real, Porto (Nov. 2017). This year’s theme was Crossings and was focussed in the 

theme of artistic research. The communication was the Portuguese version of the one 

given in Paris, at the NECS conference and was within a panel subjected to title Working 

with Photography in 2017 – the skills of the photographer in the post-photographic era. 
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APPENDIX 04b – Public presentations made 

within the university context 

A chronologically organized list of all the public presentations made inside the 

University of South Wales or the University of Wales, Newport: 

_ ECPR Research Seminar, Caerleon (Mar. 2012). This presentation was related to the 

first theme of this research Still Moving. This theme was abandoned and the research fol-

lowed a new path; 

_ ECPR Research Seminar, Caerleon (Oct. 2012). This seminar was where the present re-

search started to reveal its form. It was the first presentation after the theme change; 

_ ECPR Research Seminar, Caerleon (Oct. 2013). This was the presentation were the fo-

cus of the research was made clearer to the research colleagues and tutors. This talk 

consisted mostly of a synopsis of the two previously presented articles was made: About 

narratives, creating unrealities The narrative in João Maria Gusmão ́s and Pedro Paiva's work 

(Leal, 2013a) and The impossibility of the non-narrative cinema (Leal, 2014); 

_ Annual Post-Graduate Conference, Newport (Jun. 2014). This talk gave a situation sta-

tus of the research at the time of the presentation. Excerpts of some of the artworks 

were presented; 

_ ECPR Research Seminar, Caerleon (Oct. 2014). In this seminar the presentation was 

about Tacita Dean’s work Boots (Dean, 2003a) and the connections her work has to this 

research. This presentation resulted in the chapter 2.5; 

_ ECPR Research Seminar, Caerleon (Feb. 2016). A presentation about the work series 

Referential Repèrages and the work Coming & Going, integral parts of this research. To 

contextualize the work, references like Susan Hiller and Bas Jan Ader were used; 

_ ECPR Research Seminar, in Cardiff (Feb. 2017). This presentation was a test to the 

NECS conference; 
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APPENDIX 05 – Final exhibition foldable flyer 
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APPENDIX 06 – Final exhibition plan 
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