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Acts of Finding

Atfirst the gallery looks empty. Pieces of paper, scattered about on the gray concrete
floor, haven't yet heen swept up. What is there to look at? Could you have come to
the wrong place? Then a single sheet of paper floats down from the ceiling. Then, far
across the room’s cavernous space, another.

What is here appears slowly. Emptiness, light, small things happening — these are
the most immediate impressions of Ann Hamilton’s corpus. More definable ele-
ments include: onionskin paper, silk organza, horn speakers, spinning speakers,
rotating video, wood benches, and pneumatic machines. These machines — forty
paper-handling mechanisms — are visible two stories up in the rafters of MASS
MoCA’s Building 5. Audihle as well: a whoosh of suction, then a snap, and a page is
released —here, there, in no discernible pattern.

As you walk into the gallery, blurred voices surround you, sometimes individual,

sometimes communal, overlapping and echoing, then broken by silence — a recita-
tion, a catechism. Twenty-four large, cone-shaped speakers have been suspended
in two rows from the ceiling. Slowly and in unison they descend to within inches of
the floor, pause, then rise. As they descend, the speakers form a kind of corridor
through the space; as they rise, this passage slowly vanishes into the undivided air.
At first, however, you may not notice that the speakers are moving.

Then you hear music beyond the voices — chanting, apparently — from the far end of
the gallery. Then — but "then” doesn’t seem like the right word, the way it so clearly
organizes such disparate perceptions. Probably the light was what was most imme-
diately striking, since each pane of each tall window on either side of the football-
field-size gallery has been covered with crimson silk — 120 windows, 3500 indi-
vidual panes. But the color of the filtered light on the white walls takes a while to
register as an effect, just as the mostly empty space only gradually asserts itself as a
presence. And the difficulty of organizing in time the various elements of the instal-
lation is shadowed by your initial impression that nothing, really, was there at all.

As you walk further among the speakers, certain phrases separate themselves from
thedrone of voices: "aword abody everybody everywhere...” Isthere something
specific that needs to beunderstood? Isthere aclue? "...aunified song nowlost...”



If there are clues, is there a solution? ”...body after body  place after place...” But
if one word is no more or less important than another, one phrase no more or less
revelatory, perhaps the idea of a clue isn't helpful. “Then,” after all, did seem to
impose the sequential too rigorously. .. .hold fast  tothe unseen...” Certainly that
sentence sounds suggestive. But what if you hadn't happened to hear it. if you'd let
it all remain a wash of sound? Would you have missed something essential? Is there

anything like a question to be answered, like a meaning to be uncovered?
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“To equate my painting with symbolism,” René Magritte wrote, "conscious or un-
conscious, is to ignore its true nature. " Magritte would have admitted that his pic-
tures use symbols. It's the translation of image into symbol that he wants to resist.
The "true nature” of the picture doesn't deny its engagement with the symbolic; it
denies being wholly absorbed into the symbolic. Magritte continues:

People who look for symbolic meanings fail to grasp the inherent
poetry and mystery of the image. No doubt they sense this mystery,
but they wish to get rid of it. They are afraid. By asking "what does
this mean?’ they express a wish that everything be understandable.
But if ane does not reject the mystery, one has quite a different

response. One asks other things.!

What other things? Magritte doesn't say, but following the pattern of his thought can
be helptul. Paintings are provocations. People prefer not to he unsettled, uncertain,
in doubt. They turn to meaning for security. Symbolism can provide that, insofar as
the symbolic translates the vagaries of the image into the solidity of an idea. An im-
age is ready to do this work, and can deliver the symbolic as efficiently as it can pro-
duce its own name. But the name — the valise which is called a valise, the clock which
is called a clock — is merely what's been attached to an object so we can use it, carry
things around in it, tell the time. Other names will fit as easily, as Magritte’s paint-
ing from 1936, The Key of Dreams, suggests. This picture is divided into four equal
parts, each containing a single image on a dark hackground with a caption. The im-
ages have the flat realism of a child's first reading hook, a thing paired with the name
by which it is known. So avalise is called "the valise,” but next to it a pitcher is called
“the bird.” Above the pitcher a horse is labeled “the door,” and to the right of the
horse is a clock called "the wind.”

Magritte no doubt knew the risk of his work, how easily its "true nature” could be
overlooked, or avoided. "A thing which is present can be invisible,” he said, "hid-
den by what it shows.” # Taken for granted, it fades from sight. But freed from the
context of the familiar, the thing reasserts itsell. The tortoise-shell comb in Per-



sonal Values (1952), by appearing huge in its ordinary room, or ordinary in its min-
iature room, reclaims its exact shape, rescues itself from over-familiari ty. Then
“the inherent poetry and mystery of the image” become available. A nervous viewer
“no doubt” senses this mystery, and may well have been made uncomfortable by
it. Why? Because mystery resists translation into meaning, which is not to say that
mystery is meaningless, but that it actively resists becoming something other than
itself. When the detective solves the case that mystery is over, and we are left with a
world of reasonable explanations. Any aura of the uncanny or impossible has heen
dispelled. Strangeness has become fact.

"What does it mean?’ is one of the central questions that mystery, al ils peril, pro-
vokes, just as the detective story asks, "Who did it?” What's important is not to avoid
asking "What does it mean?’ (which in any case would be impossible), but to avoid
settling for it. We may wish that everything were understandable, but we know it
isn't. So if we do not reject the mystery, we ask "other things,” one of which might
be: Why did I need to know what it meant? Or: What do I want it to mean? Or even:
How can I live with what can’t be understood?

“The power of thought,” Magritte writes in a letter from 1959, "is demonstrated by
unveiling or evoking the mystery in creatures that seem familiar to us, out of error

or habit.”® We all know how hard it is to look freshly at what we're accustomed to
seeing every day. That mountain, that tree, that building, which a stranger might
well find arresting, we pass without noticing, since mere acknowledgment is a kind
of blindness. But if the tree falls, if the building burns down, absence renders them
visible. Destruction and death create for a while the achingly palpable semblance of
what was lost.

Yet Magritte suggests that this "unveiling or evoking,” this rescuing of mystery from
indifference, need not be the result of violence, but can be generated by "the power
of thought.” The painting is designed to provoke such energy, which can eventu-
ally unveil the things of the world. But the power of thought can be defeated by the
substitution of symbolic meaning for mystery, the problem being not so much the
limitations of the symbolie, but the reflexive act of substitution, A moment of dis-
turbance capable of producing the engagement of thought is replaced by something
comfortable and secure — unearned meaning, demystified symbolism, "facile self-
assurance,” which, according to Magritte, must always be countered by "appropri-
ate mistrust,” ¢

Ann Hamilton's eorpus begins with emptiness, the sense of a void. Then we see
things happening, mysterious events that work to provoke "the power of thought,”
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that have been constructed to challenge and shape the viewer’s thinking. "In mak-
ing work that is visceral and experiential,” Hamilton said in an interview in 1990,
“what I'm trying to do is keep you at that place where the first impetus is not to name
and rely on literary or psychoanalytic traditions. Certainly, all of that can inform the
experience, but it can also get in the way. So much of our experience we give over to
specialists who say, "This means this, and so that's what it’s about.” If there are any
poetics in my work at all, it's really about resisting that...” 5

Hamilton wants her installations to physically envelop the viewer before they allow
an intellectual response. She hopes to "keep you at that place where the first impe-
tus is not to name,” but she knows we won't stay there very long. The impulse to in-
terpret is too strong. But some "appropriate mistrust” can be introduced. The equa-
tion of "this means this” can be complicated. Hamilton's “poetics,” like Magritte's,
depends upon a drama of resistance, in which the viewer’s predictable inclination
toward meaning is acknowledged, but purposefully disrupted.

W3

“What does it mean?’ is a question corpus is prepared to ask in a variety of interesting
ways, but only after the viewer is confronted by several other consequential ques-

tions, the lirst of which might be "Where is it?" Initially corpus can appear invisible,
or at least diffuse. But soon "Where is it?" becomes "What does it consist of?" If your
hirst impression of corpus was that nothing was there, that would have been shortly
alter it opened, or after every two-week period, when all the paper is swept up and
removed. But it doesn’t take long for the paper to accumulate to the point where at-
tention is immediately called to it; a little more time and there are drifts, like snow,
through which the visitors wade, or in which they play. Children catch and collect
the falling pieces. Or, as the piles grow, kick them around, fall into them, throw
handfuls at their friends. Is this appropriate? How, you might wonder, are you sup-
posed to act here?

Magritte's meditations on the power of the image apply to the flat unchanging sur-
face that is a painting. You see it all at once, propped on the easel or hung on the
wall. When you turn away the power of that image may have altered your sense of
the world, but what you see is everything that the painting doesn’t consist of. To
re-experience that picture you know exactly where to look. In an installation, on
the other hand, every part asserts some kind of claim. "You can't be inside a paint-
ing," Hamilton has said, "and I want people to be absorbed into a physical kind of
mass.”® While youare in corpus everything you see is attached to the work, including
yourself. "What does it consist of?” threatens to become "What doesn't it consist of ?°




But answers like "everything,” or ‘nothing,” feel evasive, and untrue to the experi-
ence of moving through any space. Some things always catch our attention. We may
look more closely because looking can be a pleasure, and one way to begin describ-
ing corpus would be to say that moving into it is pleasurable, that the piece is, quite
simply, very beantiful — the light, the vast space, the voices, music in the distance.
Then that tranquil aura is broken into by a group of visitors talking loudly, or by
children scampering about and playing with the paper. Are they part of corpus? "I
want people paying attention to how they take up space,” Hamilton has said, "to how
they're doing something, or to how something is being done.” 7 But what's being
done — what is literally happening here — is always changing. Your sense of oceupy-
ing this space is radically different when other people are nearby, or far away, or
not there at all. Unlike a painting, corpus is both repetitive and unpredictable, both
fixed and unstable.

The speakers rise and fall in the same way, but the voices change. The sheets of paper
flutter down and aceumulate. The light grows brighter, then fades. Sometimes, the
color in the windowpanes saturates your view of the world outside — a whole block of
shimmery, rose-colored buildings! — and sometimes, depending upon where you
stand, and the angle and intensity of the light, the color seems to vanish and the
windows appear transparent, suggesting that everything outside is unaffected, or-

dinary, the way it really is. Paper falls. The light changes. People come and go. And
now it appears that one of the machines isn't working properly; it fails to cateh hold
of the next sheet. Of course it shouldn’t be doing that. But does it matter that you
noticed? Is the machine’s small failure damaging the experience of art? And should
you try to wait until the noisy tourists have left? If you could manage to stand alone
here. would that be the desirable experience, the pure sense of what the work is able
to accomplish?

Finally, those questions are both unanswerable and useful. Within the confines of
corpus something is always capable of distracting you, and perhaps this is part of what
the work is designed to do. The value of considering distraction as a tactic is that an
important question gets raised: Distracted from what? The essential experience, per-
haps. But what might that be? This question goes back to: What does corpus consist
of? Which eventually circles around to: What does it mean? Or it might be more
valuable to think of all of these questions as hidden inside each other, like a Russian
doll. Yet corpus, probably more than any other installation Hamilton has made, pos-
sesses a sequential dramatic movement: an unfolding, a kind of narrative.

11



~

That corpus consists of three separate and quite different rooms isn’t immediately
apparent. But walking through the main gallery, under and around the falling and
gathering paper, you hear music coming from a room beyond the one you're in. This
second gallery is small and illuminated only by a single window of unfiltered light.
The walls and floor have been painted dark gray, which shades into black in the cor-
ners, and the ceiling feels particularly low, given the more than two-storey high gal-
lery you've just left. Four small speakers are spinning above your head, and not far
above it either. The effect is unnerving, even menacing, and at odds with the serene
quality of the wordless vocal music (a piece called “liquid air” by Meredith Mok,
composed for a collaborative theater piece with Ann Hamilton entitled mercy).
There's a sense that the speakers, which not only circle on extended arms but rotate
individually, could descend. (And why not? You've just seen speakers descend.) But
these, as they turn, can’t be seen clearly, are always whirling away from your line of
sight, alittle like bats. Turning to follow the track of their movement is dizzying.

And now an unpleasant whine from the machinery, inaudible outside the room, he-
comes annoyingly apparent. [s this an effect, a way of making the space feel even
more uninviting? Or, like the malfunctioning machine, is it something you should

try lo ignore, set aside as not part of the installation? But is anything not part of the
installation? The act of separating what corpus is from what it isn't may be an impos-
sible task, but comparisons are useful. In the second gallery the elements of the first
have been reversed. Speed replaces slowness. Darkness replaces light. What was
expansive becomes constricting, what was lyrical and playful becomes jittery and
threatening. If the first gallery seemed like an appealing place to linger —a kind of
town square if there are other people, or if you're alone, a calm, contemplative space
— the second room is one most visitors will want to hurry through.

And yet — it is possible to experience the room quite differently. Or to imagine it
differently, then experience what has been imagined. The music, after all, is allur-
ing. Unburdened by language, therefore by all of the problems of meaning, it’s the
music of trance and meditation. And darkness —what is it like? The possibilities are
multiple and contrary. The darknesses of fear, alienation, and ignorance can be as
different from each other as they are from the darkness of comfort, or solitude, or
peace. Darkness remains the same, even as the feelings projected onto it shift and
change. Too easy, then, to claim the space of the main gallery as friendly and com-
munal; surely it could be felt as unfoeused, isolating, chaotic, overpowering. Space,
like nature, has no inherent value,



If the whizzing speakers are like bats, they are also lixed in their movements, and
therefore unlike bats. Standing for a while directly beneath one as it circles can even
generate a sense of safety; the visible threat, stationed above, now becomes pro-
tective. Speakers as bats, bats as aggressors, then guardians — in fact we know that
bats feel nothing toward us. They move to eat, eat to live. And perhaps, pansing in
the dark room, you don’t even imagine bats, The music urges you to stay, fall under
its spell, like the sirens’ song — irresistible, and deceptive. Or you don't think of
Odysseus tied to his mast either, but of something different, something else entire-
ly. What anything might be like is always changing, and the aim of corpus is to keep
the viewer aware of the process of change —how the action of a body moving through
space lransforms. moment by moment, the meaning of that space, howlight alters
as it illuminates.

The only way to go on from the dark room is to climb the stairs that lead to the third
space overlooking the main gallery. Here you can see where you were, and you may
realize with a certain unease that as you strolled around down there you were being
observed, as now you observe others, who are probably also unaware of being seen.
Looking down — and even in a sense back — you may feel like you've come to the end
of a journey, arrived at a prospect, an elevation, a kind of scenic vista, an appropri-
ate place for contemplation.

This open-ended room, with white walls and a polished wooden floor, contains
three rows of low white benches made from heavy wooden beams, thirty in all. In
the tall windows on the two outside walls, the individual panes have again been
covered with silk, but doubled, so the eolor is more intense — crimson, deep pink,
rose, changing with the light. In contrast, the four panes of each bottom row are an
oparue white. These small changes in the handling of the windows give the upper
room an intriguing formality. It's like the main gallery but different enough to reg-
ister as a variation, or an extension of a theme.

Hamilton's title, corpus, is defined by the gallery card as "a collection of writings;
the body of a person or animal; a collection of utterances.” The operative word is
“body,” and its suggestive double meaning — an assembled body of work, and the
living body of a person. Human bodies (and quite a few of them, given the com-
plexity of the project) created this work, which is a body of utterances, images, and
effects, through which the body of the visitor moves. One body is dependent upon
another, The play on words is a nice clue, since it raises the concern explored by
Magritte's Key of Dreams: how a word can float from one thing to another, illuminat-
ing both similarity and difference, in the manner of a metaphor.



2B

“Metaphor consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to something else,”
Aristotle asserts. As its origin in the Greek word for transfer suggests, metaphor
is a process of conveying, as well as of sharing, some quality. Hamilton's corpus is
an aceumulation of likenesses, a construction of metaphors. Any part of it invites
comparison with something else within it, even as any element can evoke a likeness
outside it. We are accustomed to using likenesses, consciously or unconsciously, to
communicate the appearance of a place or the effect of an experience, as well as to
fix meaning, so that we can go about our lives and say, for example, "Where is my
valise?’ or 'Please pass that pitcher of milk,” with some assurance that a particular
intent will be conveyed. But as Magritte's Key of Dreams illustrates, that process can
be disrupted. If the thing is given a different, seemingly inappropriate name, sus-
picion is created that implicates both word and image.

The clock with its caption of "the wind” looks like a metaphor, though it may be a
metaphor that doesn’t work, or works only to reveal difference instead of likeness.
As art it's a playful piece of subversion, although play, for Magritte, is always con-
sequential, [f the phrase "the clock which is the wind,” or "the clock of wind,” were
to appearina poem, it might seem persuasively surreal, or perhaps merely fanciful.

But how easily a sensible mind can transform the strangeness of "the clock of wind”
into the numbingly ordinary "winds of time.”

When a thing is too ohviously like something else the metaphor fails to generate any
visual or intellectual excitement. [t only makes sense. It's the illustration we didn’t
need, bad pedagogy. But the further apart two things are the more dangerous and
demanding the metaphor becomes, the more we're aware of the evocative difficulty
of the act of transference, as in the always startling opening of T. S. Eliot’s "Love
Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock™:

Let us go then, you and [,
When the evening is spread out against the sky
Like a patient etherised upon a table...

The "unveiling or evoking” that Magritte talks about when citing the “power of
thought” is essentially a function of metaphor. But instead of making strangeness
familiar, Magritte’s metaphors summon forth mystery from the apparently ordi-
nary, just as the third line of “Prufrock”™ completely destroys the pallid romantic
expectations of the poem’s first two lines. The predictable beauty of an evening that
might be like some assemblage of angels or gossamer veils is suddenly blown apart,



and there, drugged and spread out between reality and dream, is Prufrock’s eve-
ning, violently reconfigured.

“A metaphor,” Paul Valéry writes in The Art of Poetry, "is what happens when one
looks in a certain way.” One appeal of this definition is Valéry's suggestion of ac-
tion —a metaphor is more than a certain kind of comparison, it is "what happens”
because of a particular way of looking. It is a kind of collision of two things that are
both similar and dissimilar, a joining that results in a momentary fusion of the two,
but also an awareness of the necessary separateness of both.

Likeness is temporary. “All metaphor breaks down somewhere,” Robert Frost writes
in his essay, "Education by Poetry.” "That is the beauty of it.” Part of the beauty and
importance of the metaphorical process lies in knowing how far you can go with a
metaphor, when it will start to fail, and therefore when you can no longer trust it.
For Frost this is much more than an issue of craft, since the way poetry uses meta-
phor “goes on to the profoundest thinking we are capable of.” Poetry itself is a kind
of metaphor, insofar as it is like all the important thinking we can attempt, a kind
of template for the action of the mind. And so, "unless you have had your proper
poetical education in the metaphor, you are not safe anywhere. Because you are not
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at ease with figurative values. .. falues,” Frost says, not just "language.”

In a poem love is like a rose until the moment the reader starts to imagine thorns.
That's where the metaphor breaks down, and where the poem fails, unless the poet
has managed to move on. Or perhaps the poet has decided to include that collapse
as a tactic within the poem itself, a way of rescuing the rose from the indifference
of the familiar through the introduction of pain. Both of these gestures — the tense
relationship of similarity, and its ultimate breakdown — are essential elements in
Ann Hamilton's corpus, which assembles and puts in motion various possibilities
for metaphor-making. What are we reminded of by the light, the paper, the voices?
What's any of it like? And where does it lead?

19
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After you've walked up the stairs to the third gallery you may not be particularly
tired, but since the room is full of benches, sitting down feels appropriate. 1f the
benches were pews in a church, you would sit, then rise when the ceremony called
forit, then sit again. If you were in an art museum, the most important rooms would
probably contain benches so you could rest and study more carefully the master-
piece in front of you. If you were in a theater — as in a sense you are — you'd wait
for the performance to begin, The benches in corpus, however, are worrisome. They
make contemplation more difheult.

First of all, it's hard to know which way to sit. Do you face the main gallery, the ap-
parent focus ol attention? If so, a three-and-a-half-foot-high brick balcony pre-
vents you from seeing into that space. Or do you look the other way, at a white wall,
seemingly blank, but in lact a kind of screen across which projected words are
sweeping? In a church — or in a theater, or an art gallery — vou’d know which way to
look, what you were supposed to see, and where the locus of authority was positioned
— performer, minister, or masterpiece. The confusion Hamilton creates through
the simplest of means — crude henches — subtly raises the issue of authority. then
challenges it by dividing the attention that authority requires.

These benches, fashioned from bheams that were removed from the old factory
MASS MoCA once was, suggest the possibility of an assembly, a congregation. But
no such group is likely to gather here. The henches of corpus are at odds with their
metaphorical situation. They conjure up the image of a church, or a Quaker meeting
room, then adjust and confuse it. This is Ann Hamilton's essential gesture: compli-
cation through suggestion. A memory is visually invoked, then set in a tension with
other structural elements that make any automatic, sentimental, or unexamined re-
sponse difficult. Remember, but worry about it, the room says. These white benches
are like ghosts of a more easily defined past — a past we're always tempted to think
was less vexed than our present. People gathered then, rituals were performed,
someone in anthority spoke, and the occasion ended. Here you sit and see the backs
of other visitors looking down at what now is hidden from you — the vast room be-
low, the people moving through it, that congregation to which you once belonged.

Or you turn the other way. Then you're confronted by a rectangle of light sliding
across the wall, light in which there are words, although only a few letters are clearly
visible at any moment. It seems that the letters are being individually typed out,
but in fact the camera skips from one already formed letter to the next, suggest-
ing the movement of a space har. Following the projection as it circles the room is
hard. since twisting around on the bench is awlkward. Standing and turning cre-

-
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ates an effect not unlike the dizzying attempt to follow the spinning speakers in the
room below. In either case, Hamilton has made the situation difficult. She could
have printed the words right on the wall. Instead, you have to work to see them, and
concenirate to figure them out. This is what you end up with: "heginning,” "the,”
“in,” and "was,” in various configurations. “In the beginning was the was begin-
ning the in the beginning was beginning the beginning in the beginning was the was
beginning...”

The difficulty of determining the text that corpus finally provides adds to its sense of
importance. You had to figure it out. You've gone from the blank page to the writing
on the wall. But these words are a kind of perpetual stammering of significance, a
not-so-still point of inconclusive re-creation: Genesis, of course, and the begin-
ning of the world: "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” But if
remembering takes you in that direction, you could also go to the Book of [ohn: “In
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”

In each case the lines that follow are relevant and illuminating. From Genesis: "The
earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and
the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said, "Let there be
light'; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated

the light from the darkness.” And from John: "He was in the beginning with God;
all things were made through him and without him was not anything made that was
made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the dark-
ness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

Both passages are about the act of making, and the difficult relationship between
darkness and light. At the beginning of Genesis light emerges from the spoken
word, and in an assertion of form upon the void, God separates it from the dark-
ness. The thing becomes itself by being different. Before this the earth was “without
form™; it was a void. But it was also "without form and void,” since a void can only
exist in contrast to a presence, as the darkness becomes darkness only when there
is light to oppose it, and by opposing define and reveal it. God’s act of separation
reverses the process of making a metaphor, but creates those definably different
entities that eventually will require the invention of metaphor.

At this point the symbolic equation of darkness with evil isn't firmly established,
although it has been implied. God sees that the light is "good.” In John the light be-
comes more determinedly and powerfully metaphorical: it shines within the dark-
ness, even as the darkness attempts to "overcome it.” Separation leads to opposi-
tion, which leads to conflict. The third room of corpus sends us back to the myth of



origin, but leaves us spinning within it: "In the beginning was beginning.”

The words keep circling — a text working to suggest revelatory meaning without de-
fining it. Just as a desire for knowledge and closure is invoked, the words remain
locked in the flux of a sentence that never ends. That these particular words return
us to two different sources means we are made aware of a choice, but given no way

to choose. Why should we want to choose? Because we desire certainty. Because
we want to understand, as Eve yearned for the knowledge of good and evil, which
the serpent promised would make her “like God." And because we are afraid, as
Magritte says. Having fallen into knowledge, we continue to wish "that everything
be understandable,” the way everything must have heen for our first parents, before
they were deceived by desire.
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The dramatic journey of corpus begins with the altered light of the main gallery,
leads to the ambiguous darkness of the small, conneeting room, and ends in the
upper gallery with its pew-like benches and fractured Biblical text. But having rest-
ed there you must return, and when you retrace your steps the other two galleries
change, because you are re-experiencing them. Hamilton's installation is in three
rooms but five parts.

Offering both respite and perspective, as well as an allusive and provocative text,
the upper gallery has the calm but charged aura of the sacred. Perhaps, by contrast,
the dark gallery becomes hellish, while the open communal space of the main gal-
lery feels expansive, like the world. Say it's the world, followed by hell, followed by
heaven, Or something like that, some version of that.

To assert that the dark room represents hell is to solidify metaphor into symbol, to
make something various and active, singular and static. Hamilton's corpus allows
— indeed provokes — such symbolic thinking, but will confirm nothing. Sheets of
paper without messages drift and gather. Perhaps, occasionally, the words projected

from the upper gallery touch and imperceptibly imprint themselves upon a falling
piece of paper — an appealing image, and one that can only be imagined. (Simi-
larly, the words spoken through the descending speakers might disappear into and
be absorbed by the sheets of paper on the floor beneath them — another invisible
printing.} But a blank page is also a message, if you choose to look at it that way.
The message is to expect no message. Or to make your own. At one moment a space
may be empty, at another hilled with likenesses, too many different possibilities of
meaning. Or perhaps just the right number.

As its name suggests, corpus is a body. Many of Ann Hamilton's installations have
included a specific human presence —sometimes the artist herself — who presided
over the scene, watching, reading, washing her hands — a witness, a participant,
an attendant. In corpus you become this presence, now walking, now picking up a
piece of paper, now sitting down, getting up, looking, turning toward the light or the
voices, climbing stairs, watching others, then retracing your steps, and thinking, of
course, entertaining questions like, What does it mean? What should [ be thinking?
What's it all about?

What corpus is about is what you think while you are thinking about what it is about.
This is its material, its subject matter. The work, nevertheless, controls these ares of



thought, refusing to become a mere sereen upon which anything can be projected.
The projections of language on the white walls are specific, fleeting, and endless,
The installation itself is a series — a dramatic sequence — of metaphors that are al-
ways unstable but never incoherent.

Meaning adheres to them, but doesn't stick. Every metaphor breaks down some-
where. The work is designed to provoke and then resist symbolic meaning. This act
of resistance leads to Magritte’s “other questions.” We can't not think. But we can
say: Here's something else, something that complicates the matter. An account of
this engagement becomes a way of describing the work itsell.

“The meaning of the piece comes out of what it is physically,” Hamilton told an
interviewer before corpus opened. “It doesn't represent something else. It means
what itis.”® But Hamilton understands the alluring and unavoidable suggestiveness
of metaphor, how anything can become like what it isn’t. So one thing represents
another, and stands in its place for a while, but is not absorbed into it. The rose is
like love but is still a rose. The benches are like pews. That space is like a cave, or
hell. This space is like a church, Then the light changes, or the mind changes, and
any particular likeness becomes more tentative, or more certain: “The poem of the
mind in the act of inding/What will suffice,” as Wallace Stevens writes in the sen-

tence fragment that begins his poem, "Of Modern Poetry.” Magritte’s “poetry and
mystery,” perceived through the necessary temptations of the symbolic, become the
power of thought, the action of the mind.

“What will suffice?" is the question that hovers behind everything. But the religious
suggestions huilt into corpus don'tlead to a particular system of belief. They suggest
ways of seeing, acts of inding. "It doesn’t represent something else,” the artist says.
“Tt means what it is.” And now "it” can float away from identification with the work
and become the world — it is what it is. In the beginning was the word, and the word
became the world, and within the world the work is made that represents the world,
and what set it in motion, and what it might mean. Sometimes the light looks like a
revelation. Sometimes everything is only itself. Or else: exactly itself.
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Endnotes

Suzi Gablik, Magritte (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society, 1970) 11. All
but one of the quotations from Magritte in this essay are from Gablik’s book,

in which quotations are often not precisely attributed. In her notes,

Gablik writes, "All statements by Magritte are quoted directly from letters and
other texts, either published or unpublished, or from my own record of
interviews and conversations with the artist. As with his painting, in his writing
Magritte would often work and re-work the same idea. At times his prose is un-
wieldy and difficult; for the sake of clarity, | have on occasion pieced together

relevant statements drawn from different sources to make a composite quote.”

2. Ibid.,12.
3. Harry Torczyner, Magritte: Ideas and Images (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1977) 81.

. Bené Magritte, "Lifeline” (194.0) in Gablik, 183. The complete sentence from
which these two phrases are taken is: "The titles of paintings were chosen in
such a way as to inspire in the spectator an appropriate mistrust of any

mediocre tendency to facile self-assurance.”

. Hugh M. Davies and Lynda Forsha, "A Conversation with Ann Hamilton,” in
Ann Hamilton (La Jolla, CA: Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego, 1991}, 64.

-]

Dave Hickey, “In the Shelter of the Word: Ann Hamilton’s tropos” in Ann
Hamilton: tropos (New York: Dia Center for the Arts, 1995) 129.

Ibid., 129.

Charles Bonenti, "Ann Hamilton's Art Installation Speaks in Spaces,”
The Berkshire Eagle, Dec. 12, 2003,
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