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In its own words, ‘the Carnegie Corporation of New York,  
was established by Andrew Carnegie in 1911, “to promote the 
advancement and diffusion of knowledge and understanding”.

The corporation is one of the oldest, largest and 
influential of American grant-making foundations. It 
focuses on the issues that Andrew Carnegie considered 
of paramount importance: the strength of democracy, 
international peace, and the advancement of education 
and knowledge. It serves as an incubator of ideas, a 
convenor of scholars, educators, policymakers and 
others, and as a strategic investor in organisations  
and institutions that can demonstrably contribute to  
the betterment of society. It was in this spirit that the 
Carnegie Corporation of New York generously founded 
the Andrew Carnegie Lecture Series at The University  
of Edinburgh in 2013. This ten-year initiative strengthens 
our outreach to the public and brings world-leading 
thinkers and practitioners in the arts ever closer to the 
interests and concerns of our colleagues and students.  
At Edinburgh College of Art we have been fortunate to 
host a number of exceptional speakers whose careers 
have demonstrably changed our understanding of the 
world we live in. Aside from delivering a public lecture, 
speakers join our community, engage with student work 
and contribute to a legacy publication so that their 
thoughts might reach a wider international audience.  
We are grateful to the Carnegie Corporation of New  
York for its generous support and hope you enjoy the 
outcome.

For the full video, see: 
www.carnegie-lectures.eca.ed.ac.uk/lectures/tacita-dean/

FOREWORD

by Professor Juan Cruz 
Principal, Edinburgh College of Art
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Preface
by Dr Tamara Trodd

Tacita Dean’s Carnegie lecture at the University of Edinburgh 
in July, 2018 took place following a series of exhibitions of  
her works, across three major galleries and museums in 
London, and the Fruitmarket Gallery in Edinburgh. 

Under the titles ‘Portrait’ (15 March – 28 May at  
the National Portrait Gallery), ‘Still Life’ (15 March –  
28 May at the National Gallery) and ‘Landscape’  
(19 May – 12 August at the Royal Academy), the three 
London-based exhibitions offered the opportunity to 
view a selection of Dean’s historic and more recent  
works on these themes, as well as showcasing, at the 
Royal Academy, a major, one-hour film completed that 
year, Antigone. In Edinburgh, the exhibition ‘Tacita Dean: 
Woman with a Red Hat’ (7 July – 30 September) included 
several recent, small-scale portrait films (including  
His Picture in Little, of 2017, and Providence, also 2017), 
alongside an array of graphic works from across  
Dean’s career, plus the very early installation piece  
Foley Artist (1996), and the recent, 50-minute film,  
Event for a Stage (2015). This is the key work I want  
to explore in what follows.
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CHAPTER 1 

TACITA DEAN:  
WORLD-MAKING
Over the past twenty-five years, Dean has established  
a remarkably robust and flexible vocabulary of formal  
features – the sunset, the old man, the circle, the long take,  
the fixed camera, the abrupt cut – which persists in her  
most recent films. 

These features give her oeuvre a tensile strength  
and complexity that makes any attempt to divide it into 
periods or categories easy to overturn. Nevertheless, 
Event for a Stage marks a break from the single-object 
focused films that had characterised Dean’s career from 
1996 on. While the films that had established Dean’s 
reputation conducted prolonged visual investigations  
of specific objects and buildings, through a network of 
sustained long takes and decisive editing, the new works 
arise, in different ways, from a concern with theatricality 
and the stage, and mark their difference from earlier 
works in a focus on the human figure, and the work of 
actors. Most strikingly, perhaps, speech reappears. 

In her earliest works, between 1992 and 1995, Dean 
had used her own voice in her films. The Story of Beard 
(1992) has a voiceover from the artist, and toward the 
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end, employs a theatrical ‘tableau’, with actors holding 
poses to mimic Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe. A Bag of Air 
(1995) is narrated by Dean, and her accompanying essay, 
describing the filming of the work, uses the apparently 
autobiographical ‘I’.’ Yet it seemed that Dean had 
definitively left speech, and, for a long time it seemed, 
the human figure behind with Disappearance at Sea  
in 1996, in its focus on a single object, the lamp of a 
lighthouse, turning. The outline of narrative was still 
present, in that the film was shaped chronologically, 
moving from early morning through to evening and 
night. Narrative was also present vestigially, in the texts 
that Dean published as ‘asides’ on the story of Donald 
Crowhurst, giving her attention to the lighthouse  
a narrative meaning. But speech was squeezed out.  
This, as I have argued, was a quasi-sculptural film.1 

All Dean’s major works through the late 1990s and 
early 2000s – works such as Sound Mirrors (1999), Bubble 
House (1999), Teignmouth Electron (2000), and Fernsehturm 
(2001) – followed a similar model. Even later works like 
the artist studio films, which allowed the figure back in, 
such as Mario Merz (2002) or Edwin Parker (2011), are,  
as we shall see, largely focused on visual observation  
of their subjects, rather than dialogue with them. Mario 
Merz speaks a few lines which are barely audible; the 
actor in Dean’s 2003 film, Boots makes a few remarks to 
camera in the central scenes of the film, but these occupy 
a small proportion of the overall work. For the most part 
in Dean’s work until very recently, we hear only ambient 
sound, comprising a carefully crafted soundscape which 
operates extremely importantly in shaping the film, 
along with Dean’s cuts.2 But there is no speech or  
very little. 

Suddenly, in Event for a Stage, speech is everywhere, 
overflowing, in cataracts. And not just the voice of 
Stephen Dillane, the actor who is the central protagonist 
of the film – he is presented as an instrument for many 

voices to speak through. The voice of his ‘mother’, his 
‘father’, the narrator of Heinrich von Kleist’s essay on 
the puppet theatre, Shakespeare’s Prospero, as well  
as Dean’s own reported speech are all voiced by the 
actor. This is an overflow that continues in Antigone. 
Comprising two, synchronised 35-mm films projected 
alongside each other, each employing in addition 
split-screen techniques, it is at times, cacophonous.  
Thus, in these recent films, something that was 
apparently taboo for years in Dean’s work, and that  
had seemed to define its mature style, is broken. 

What meaning should we draw from this return to 
speech? And how does it reorganize our understanding 
of her earlier work? The answer I propose is that her 
work has developed away from a focus on the solitary 
explorer of the world, the Donald Crowhurst archetype, 
around which the whole, long first cycle of her work 
accumulated, as recorded in the texts collected in  
her artist’s book, Teignmouth Electron (1999). Now,  
Dean’s work has moved on to explore the question  
of the world that is established when we speak to  
and with each other. 

1.  Dr Tamara Trodd,  
‘Lack of Fit: Tacita Dean, 
Modernism and the 
Sculptural Film’, Art 
History, vol. 31, no. 3 
(June, 2008), pp. 368-386.

2.  On the importance of 
sound in Dean’s work  
see Briony Fer, ‘A Natural 
History of Chance’, in 
Tacita Dean: Film Works 
(Milan: Edizioni Charta; 
Miami: Miami Art Central, 
2007), pp. 8-42.
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CHAPTER 2 

EVENT FOR A STAGE
Event for a Stage (fig. 1) follows the actor, Stephen Dillane,  
as he performs a monologue on-stage, to a live audience.  
At times reciting speeches from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, 
apparently in the role of Prospero, at others, he appears to 
speak more autobiographically, about his parents and his 
childhood memories. 

Sometimes he refers to the process of making this 
work itself, in collaboration with Dean. He describes 
their exchange of views working on the script of the  
play, referring to Dean as ‘The Artist’ and himself as ‘The 
Actor’. Dean herself is seen about two-thirds of the way 
through the film, sitting in the front row of the audience. 
(She also appears in Antigone.) She hands pages of script 
to Dillane, and at one point mutters an almost inaudible 
line – ‘that must have been awful’ – apparently in 
response to something he has said. Throughout, like the 
Shakespeare play that provides one of its key intertexts, 
Dean’s work seems concerned with the theme of the 
‘play within the play’, the creation of different layers  
of artifice or fiction, and different levels of authorial 
authority and control, which are systematically 
transgressed and criss-crossed.

From the start, Event for a Stage announces itself  
as a signature work by Dean, above all in the swinging, 
circular camera movement that is established. The 
circular rotation of Dean’s earlier works, Disappearance  
at Sea and Fernsehturm are immediately recalled, together 
with those works’ references to the early, drum-like 
cinematic device, the zoetrope. Throughout Dean’s 
oeuvre, primitive tricks of cinema and its sister arts, the 
theatre, and son et lumière spectacle, are excavated and 
mined. Her Turbine Hall commission, Film (2011) made 
her fascination with these evident. But it is present even 
in the simpler early work, Delft Hydraulics (1996) where 
the luminous bright green water of the Netherlandish 
wave machine she filmed, recall the spool of film looping 
through the projector.

Here, in the opening shots of the film, we see Dillane, 
in black silhouette, walking swiftly around in a tight 
circle, in front of an audience which is slowly filing in 
and taking their seats. Indeed, it becomes clear, this 
theatrical performance is ‘in the round’, the audience 
surrounding the actor, and the ‘stage’ provided merely 
by the chalk outline of a circle, inscribed upon the 
ground. The camera wheels around this circle with him, 
sticking tightly to his figure. The stage lights are down, 
but the house lights are up, so the audience is glimpsed 
in bright fragments, cut by the vertical black shadow  
of the actor. The effect is of the aforementioned zoetrope, 
or, alternatively, a shadow puppet projection; a ‘special 
effect’ achieved very simply by the lighting the audience 
and leaving the stage dark. This is a simple, spectacular 
coup de théâtre, which effortlessly exposes one of the 
fundamental mechanisms of theatrical artifice, as well  
as referencing the media archaeology of film, in the  
toys and devices that foreshadowed its technology.

The boundary between dark and light that has been 
established is soon reversed, as the house lights go down 
and the stage lights go up, so that the actor appears in 
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light, and the audience sinks back into darkness. In this 
way, as efficiently as in the Biblical book of Genesis, the 
opening shots of Dean’s film make clear the creation of 
two realms, through the division of ‘light’ from dark’. 
This is perhaps the first visual signal we get that this 
work by Dean is about ‘world-making’. The division 
between the lit stage and the darkened audiences 
separates the ‘fictional world’ of the play from the  
‘real world’ of the audience. Most evidently, in basing 
itself around Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Event for a Stage 
deploys the theme of the artist as creating fictional 
worlds. Indeed, a certain fascination with the artist  
as creator of worlds may be seen to be a theme with  
a longer history in Dean’s work, in particular, in the  
artist studio films which began in the early 2000s, as  
I shall show. 

A useful account of ‘world-making’ is given by 
Nelson Goodman, in his 1978 book, Ways of Worldmaking, 
where he defines it as the utilisation of sign-systems to 
describe a framework of beliefs within which a subject 
experiences events, organises them as intelligible or not, 
understands his or her priorities, names objects, and 
experiences affective relations. ‘Worlds are made by 
making such versions with words, numerals, pictures, 
sounds, or other symbols of any kind in any medium’, 
Goodman contends; and each descriptive system builds 
different ‘facts’ and entities into its fabric.3 Goodman 
pays particular attention to the ways in which works of 
art create different and potentially incompatible ‘worlds’, 
no one of them more right than another; arguing that ‘ 
[t]he arts must be taken no less seriously than the 
sciences as modes of discovery, creation, and 
enlargement of knowledge in the broad sense of 
advancement of the understanding. … Cervantes and 
Bosch and Goya, no less than Boswell and Newton  
and Darwin, take and unmake and remake and retake 
familiar worlds, recasting them in remarkable and 

sometimes recondite but eventually recognisable – that  
is re-cognizable – ways’.4

Goodman’s is an account of the ways in which our 
cultural forms represent and interpret ‘worlds’ to us, 
which emphasises the conceptual and emotional richness 
accruing from allowing ‘many worlds’ to proliferate,  
and contribute to our understanding. A more agonistic 
account, emphasising the element of struggle, and the 
painful experiences of division that are the foundation  
of ‘world-making’, or, in her term, ‘world-building’ is 
proposed in the postwar writings of Hannah Arendt.5 
Arendt’s work has been both challenged and developed 
by feminist and queer theorists since she wrote, as well 
as more recently by art historians, who have analysed 
the ‘world-building’ qualities of particular artistic 
practices in terms of their treatment and handling of 
objects, and the model of action and human relation  
they propose.6 Here, in relation to Dean, it is Arendt’s 
emphasis on the struggle to be ‘seen and heard by 
others’ that I want to explore. In her 1958 book, The 
Human Condition, Arendt defines to be ‘seen and heard 
by others’ as essential to human life, and explores the 
loss of this as the experience of a kind of worldlessnes. 
Through our words and actions, we build the basis of  
a ‘common world of things’ that can relate us to each 
other. But without this we are ‘deprived of the reality 
that comes from being seen and heard by others, … 
deprived of an “objective” relationship with them that 
comes from being related to and separated from them 
through the intermediary of a common world of things, 
[and] …  deprived of the possibility of achieving 
something more permanent than life itself’, she argues.7 

Arendt goes on to identify and analyse a decay of  
the ‘public realm’ – where different world-views and 
perspectives are exchanged – as a feature of modern 
societies. These are societies marked by intense 
loneliness. Whether in the radical isolation of fear 

3.  Nelson Goodman, Ways  
of Worldmaking (Sussex: 
The Harvester Press, 
1978), p. 94. The idea of 
‘world-making’ is taken 
up in a rather different 
way by Alex Potts, who 
also references Goodman, 
in his book, Experiments  
in Modern Realism: World 
Making, Politics and the 
Everyday in Postwar 
European and American  
Art (New Haven; London: 
Yale University Press, 
2013).

4.  Goodman, Ways of 
Worldmaking, pp. 102-105.

5.  Arendt’s term, 
‘world-building’ carries 
more of the connotation  
of shared, collective  
effort than Goodman’s 
‘world-making’, which 
suggests or at least 
permits something closer 
to individual creative  
fiat (this is to some extent 
followed through by 
Goodman’s analysis, 
which offers e.g. 
individually-authored 
works of art as a model  
of particular ‘worlds’, 
although he also considers 
languages, which by 
definition are made 
collectively). Despite my 
account of the Arendtian, 
discursive form of 
‘world-building’ explored 
in Dean’s work in what 
follows, I have chosen to 
adopt Goodman’s term 
overall rather than 
Arendt’s. This is to avoid 
seeming to carry over  
too completely Arendt’s 
influential model in all its 
elements, and to allow me 
to present an account of 
world-making in Dean’s 
work that may differ from 
Arendt’s in some respects. 
The suggestion of 
individual creative fiat  
is also not out of place  
in relation to Event for  
a Stage, given the use it 
makes of The Tempest.

6.  For the feminist reception 
of Arendt, see the essays 
collected in Bonnie Honig 
ed., Feminist Interpretations 
of Hannah Arendt 
(Philadelphia, PA: 
Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1995) 
and Mary G. Dietz, 
Turning Operations: 
Feminism, Arendt, and 
Politics (London; New 
York: Routledge, 2002). 
For recent art-historical 
uses, see Satish Padiyar, 
‘Building a World 
Between Men (or Cézanne 
with Arendt)’, in Padiyar 
ed., Modernist Games: 
Cézanne and his Card 
Players (London: The 
Courtauld Institute, 2013), 
pp. 125-150; and Jo 
Applin, ‘Lee Lozano’s 
Dropouts’, October, vol. 156 
(Spring, 2016), pp. 75-99, 
esp. 92-94.

7.  Hannah Arendt,  
The Human Condition 
(Chicago; London: The 
University of Chicago 
Press, 1958), p. 58.
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imposed by totalitarian societies, or under the conditions 
of ‘hysteria’ inculcated by mass capitalism, people are 
‘imprisoned in the subjectivity of their own singular 
experience’, she writes. These societies, Arendt argues, 
are essentially marked by a loss of plurality, and the 
multidimensionality offered by the offering of multiple 
voices and perspectives: ‘[t]he end of the common world 
has come when it is seen only under one aspect and is 
permitted to present itself in only one perspective’.8

Dean’s focus on discussion and the exchange of 
views, in Event for a Stage, as well as her exploration  
of the experience of performing to an audience, make 
Arendt’s analysis of the ‘world-building’ functions of 
human society apt. Dean (like Arendt) does not propose 
the simple restoration of a lost, ideal ‘public realm’, 
however. Consistent with the agonistic dimension of 
Arendt’s model, Dean makes plain, the experience of the 
exchange of perspectives can be painful.9 In the public 
lecture that she gave to accompany the opening of the 
Fruitmarket exhibition in 2018, Dean described her 
interaction with Stephen Dillane during the making  
of Event for a Stage as ‘fraught’.10 As Dean interprets it,  
the experience of the ‘plurality’ that Arendt insisted  
on as essential to ‘the human condition’ may feel 
existentially insecure.

A model for the way in which these ‘worlds’ interact 
is given in Event for a Stage, in which an important 
modification of the ‘world’ that is created on-stage, by 
the use of lighting, is quickly established. The separation 
between the two ‘worlds’ of stage and audience is not 
absolute, but permeable. The ‘fiction’ of the play also has 
the ‘real’ within it. We see the artist’s self-consciousness 
within the role he inhabits. His impatient sighing is the 
first thing we hear, and fills the first few minutes of the 
film. The actor appears testy, frustrated; and it is unclear 
whether these feelings represent his performance in his 
role, or his own feelings. 

Indeed, the porosity of the boundary between ‘real’ 
and ‘fictional’ are stressed throughout the work, as 
Dillane slips in and out of his recitation from The Tempest 
and more apparently autobiographical memories. As  
he does so, he slips in and out of the chalk circle ‘stage’. 
In her interview with Hal Foster, published in the 
catalogue for the Fruitmarket exhibition, Dean points  
out that ‘every time Stephen says something that sounds 
autobiographical, he steps outside of the circle, he even 
slips in and out at certain points.’11 

When speaking about the porosity of the boundary 
between ‘real life’ and the artifice of the play, Dean  
uses the metaphor of the ’membrane’; emphasising its 
circularity and its bodily qualities. ‘When you’re in the 
round, surrounded by the audience on all sides, in a 
circle’, Dean explains, ‘it did feel that the metaphor of 
the membrane was more suitable [than the fourth wall]. 
… [D]o you remember the semi-permeable membrane, 
which is the skin? There was something about the 
metaphor of the membrane that worked very well  
for that kind of more porous interaction.’12 

The idea of the ‘membrane’ is suitable at a medium-
specific level, too, for the work of the film. As Foster 
points out, ‘also film can be seen as a membrane. The 
trope extends to your use of that medium too, making 
what we often take to be a fixed medium more flexible’.13 
Here, Foster references ideas of skin and stretching that 
seem inherent within the medium of film, sometimes 
called in French, la pellicule; a word with both 
photographic and corporeal connotations.

But beyond these medium-specific references, as  
a model for world-making – whether for modelling  
the relationship between the ‘real’ and a ‘fictional’  
world, or other sorts – the ‘membrane’ is a very 
particular metaphor. A membrane doesn’t just separate, 
it contains, and it also stretches. A membrane – like a 
bubble – can expand, incorporate and encompass.

8.  Arendt, The Human 
Condition, p. 58.

9.  On agonism in Arendt,  
see Bonnie Honig, 
‘Toward an Agonistic 
Feminism: Hannah 
Arendt and the Politics  
of Identity’, in Honig ed., 
Feminist Interpretations  
of Hannah Arendt, pp. 
135-166.

10.  Tacita Dean, Andrew 
Carnegie Lecture, 
University of Edinburgh, 
July 4, 2018.

11.   ‘Tacita Dean in 
conversation with  
Hal Foster’, in Fiona 
Bradley ed., Tacita Dean: 
Woman with a Red Hat 
(Edinburgh: The 
Fruitmarket Gallery, 
2018), unpag.

12.   ‘Tacita Dean in 
conversation with  
Hal Foster’, unpag.

13.   ‘Tacita Dean in 
conversation with  
Hal Foster’, unpag.
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Peter Sloterdijk has written a three-volume trilogy 
about spheres, each book describing different potential 
meanings that the form provides, expanding outward 
from the terrain of the individual subject to larger social 
structures: Bubbles (1998; translated 2011), Globes (1999; 
translated 2014), and Foams (2004; translated 2016). In 
Bubbles, Sloterdijk analyses seven registers of experience 
within which the subject is constituted as a ‘microsphere’, 
producing human subjectivity as ‘invisibly augmented’, 
always produced in mediation.14 One such dimension 
that Sloterdijk explores is uterine fantasy. In an 
adventurous and descriptively compelling passage, 
Sloterdijk argues that within what he calls ‘the fetal 
night’, the developing being is dimly aware of a sense  
of its ‘being-in’ something with which it is not 
‘indistinguishably merged’.15 Furthermore, the 
developing foetus shares its space with and feels itself to 
be fundamentally connected to the placenta: that ‘archaic, 
unpopular organ whose task is to make itself available  
to the fetal pre-subject as a partner in the dark’.16 But  
this our first, lost twin, which Sloterdijk terms the ‘With’, 
is mute, unfathomable. ‘Because your With consumes 
itself in its existence as an organ-for-you, and disappears 
as soon as it has served its purpose, there is a certain 
aptness in the fact that you do not know it and do not 
even know how one would go about asking after it.  
If you met it in daylight – who could promise that you 
would not turn away in disgust?’17

From this analysis, moving from the first, most buried 
levels of human subjective experience, through to the 
forms of global cities, Sloterdijk describes humanity’s 
mode of being as structured through ‘inhood’, or ‘being-
in’ spheres that, furthermore, tend toward expansion. 18 
On the model of the first, amniotic sac that contains  
the foetus, these spheres ‘live toward their bursting’, 
Sloterdijk writes.19 It is in this sense, interfusing the 
phenomenological with the psychoanalytic, that  

we might say ‘world-making’ emerges as something 
more like a ‘drive’ than a ‘problematic’ – a directedness 
that propels activity inescapably, more than an idea that 
can be simply taken up or put down. 

Sloterdijk’s theorisation of ‘spheropoietics’ as the 
fundamental activity of human beings provides, I think, 
a useful analytical tool for the expansive, morphological 
features of Dean’s model of a ‘world’, as explored in 
Event for a Stage, as well as, more fundamentally, for the 
nature of the world-making drive underpinning Dean’s 
work over a longer period. Solitude is not mended by 
the spherology Dean proposes. Instead, she shows,  
we house our reaching out to others in a succession  
of impermanent forms, like bubbles, which are always 
prone to pop. This is a fragile model of world making; 
and one that I think we see explored in a number of 
Dean’s earlier works too. Looking back, several of her 
films may be seen as raising these questions: Why make 
a world, unless as a space in which we may encounter 
others? How would we encounter others at all, except 
within a world? And yet, to what extent is it possible  
to share a world with others?

14.  Peter Sloterdijk,  
Spheres, Volume 1: 
Bubbles. Microspherology, 
trans. Wieland Hoban 
(1998; Los Angeles, CA: 
Semiotext(e), 2011),  
p. 540; p. 477.

15.  Sloterdijk, Bubbles,  
p. 353; p. 348.

16.  Sloterdijk, Bubbles,  
p. 355.

17.  Sloterdijk, Bubbles,  
p. 358.

18.  Sloterdijk,Bubbles,  
p. 541.

19.  Sloterdijk, Bubbles,  
p. 64.



L EC T URE 5: TACITA DEAN: WORLD-MAKING L EC T URE 5: TACITA DEAN: WORLD-MAKING

20 21

CHAPTER 3 

SMALL WORLDS
World-making as a drive – or the other side of that drive, 
expressed as the problem of solitariness – is taken up most 
clearly perhaps in Dean’s artist-studio films. Defined narrowly, 
this may be understood as a small cluster of films dating from 
2009 onwards: starting from Day for Night (2009) and Still 
Life (2009), two films made in the studio of Giorgio Morandi, 
followed by Manhattan Mouse Museum (2011) (fig. 2), filming 
the artist, Claes Oldenburg, in his New York studio, GDGDA 
(2001), the artist Julie Mehretu painting, Edwin Parker (2011) 
(fig. 3), showing Cy Twombly in his studio, and going out to 
lunch, and most recently, Portraits, showing David Hockney 
in his Los Angeles studio (2016). 

Defined more broadly, however, we can see this theme 
as presaged in films from 2002 onward: Section Cinema 
(Homage to Marcel Broodthaers) (2002) (fig. 5) and 
Darmstadter Werkblock (2007), which return to places 
where the artist worked, or environments the artist  
made for their work, and then left behind or abandoned 
(recently added to by Ideas for Sculpture in a Setting, of 
2017, focused on a flint from Henry Moore’s personal 
collection); and Mario Merz, from 2002 (fig. 4), focused on 
the figure of the figure of the artist, although he is not in 
his studio. We can extend the grouping further to include 

films focused on the scene of creative work, even  
when that person is not a visual artist, such as Michael 
Hamburger (2007), which records the poet and translator 
at his home, Providence, featuring the actor, David 
Warner, and the photographic work, The Line of Fate 
(2011), showing the art-historian, Leo Steinberg, writing. 
A slightly different subset is offered by Dean’s Merce 
Cunningham films, Merce Cunningham Performs Stillness 
(2008) and Craneway Event (2009), which examine the 
artist in performance. Even one of Dean’s very earliest 
works, Foley Artist, which explores the work of sound-
effects artists, since it focuses on artists, might be added 
to the list.

These works all examine the artist’s creation of an 
environment or fictional ‘world’ around him or herself. 
This may be a physical, material environment, as in 
Morandi’s studio, with its arrangements of objects ready 
to be made into still-life paintings, or Beuys’s studio, 
with walls covered in felt, or Michael Hamburger’s small 
house, with trays of apples laid out for preserving. Or  
it may be something more intangible. Even Mario Merz, 
seated under a tree, holds an object (a pine-cone) in his 
hands, and the quality of Dean’s camera’s steady regard 
of his form seems almost to make of the sculptor’s body, 
and the tree above him, an environment or ‘world’ for 
the object he is holding.

What creates the world in this sense is an effort of 
attention, which arguably is not so much the pictured 
artist’s own ‘absorption’ in what they are doing, as the 
intent gaze of Dean’s own camera. Certainly, in some  
of these films, the central figure pays little or no attention 
to the camera. Cy Twombly, for example, is apparently 
unware of being watched in the film Dean made of him. 
Indeed, the first shot in the film establishes the camera  
as an observer, as we are positioned half behind  
a bookshelf, on the threshold of a doorway. Claes 
Oldenburg likewise never acknowledges the camera,  
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in Manhattan Mouse Museum, but dusts the miniature 
figurines on his studio shelves. Julie Mehretu is shown 
similarly absorbed in painting, and at one point, we also 
see her sitting back and looking at the work she has done 
on a computer screen. In this extended shot, her face, 
which is positioned almost directly opposite the camera, 
nevertheless never meets our gaze. Instead her attention 
falls into the window of the computer screen, on its way 
to us. And yet, in other artist studio works, such as Mario 
Merz or Michael Hamburer, for example, the artist stares 
directly at the camera, or engages in casual conversation 
with Dean.

We say of those absorbed in activity that they are  
‘in their own world’. Ed Krçma, in a lecture given at the 
Fruitmarket Gallery on the occasion of its exhibition in 
2018, points to a connection in this sense between the 
work of the artist in the studio and the actor on stage: 
‘Both in the studio and on stage there is typically a kind 
of remove from or suspension of everyday reality in 
favour of heightened forms of imaginative investment 
and absorption.’20 Dean certainly seems interested in this 
form of attention and its effects; one of which is to create 
a ‘world within a world’, that is, a sphere of attention 
that excludes certain aspects of the world around it; even 
if, as in Event for a Stage, this ‘world’ is only imperfectly 
attained, or, as in the artist studio films, it is not always 
exactly what is pictured. 

The spectacle of such absorption is something that the 
art historian Michael Fried has argued was of particular 
interest to painters and critics working in France in the 
early eighteenth century. From the early 1730s, he argues, 
‘Chardin made painting after painting in which 
engrossment, reflection, reverie, obliviousness and 
related states are represented’ (fig. 6).21 Chardin’s 
particular achievement, he argues, was to ‘seculariz[e] 
the absorptive tradition’, by locating ‘the experience of 
absorption … in absolutely ordinary surroundings’:

The special character of Chardin’s achievement  
is perhaps the most evident in his depictions of 
children and young people playing games or engaged 
in apparently trivial amuseuments – for example, The 
Soap Bubble (c.1733), The Game of Knucklebones (1734), 
and The Card Game (c.1737). … [F]ar from seeming to 
have wished to characterize the activities depicted … 
as shallow pastimes or mere distractions, Chardin 
appears to have been struck precisely by the depth of 
absorption manifest to the beholder, most importantly 
by singling out in each picture at least one salient 
detail that functions as a sign of the figure’s 
obliviousness to everything but the operation  
he or she is intent upon performing.22

These paintings describe a particular mode of 
temporal experience, Fried proposes:

In the Soap Bubble, the transparent, slightly 
distended globe at the tip of the young man’s 
blowpipe seems almost to swell and tremble before 
our eyes; in the Card Castle the youth placing a card  
in position appears on the verge of drawing back  
his hand; while in the Game of Knucklebones, a single 
moment has been isolated in all its plenitude and 
density from an absorptive continuum the full  
extent of which the painting masterfully evokes. 
Images such as these are not of time wasted but  
of time filled (as a glass may be filled not just to the 
level of the rim but slightly above). … they embody  
a new, unmoralized vision of distraction as a vehicle 
of absorption.23

Fried contrasts these works by Chardin with 
paintings by Greuze from a few decades later, in which 
figures are represented as apparently incapable of 
becoming absorbed in their everyday activities. The 

20.  Ed Krçma, ‘Stage and 
Studio: Artifice and 
Awareness’, talk at the 
Fruitmarket Gallery, 
September 27, 2018.

21.  Michael Fried, Absorption 
and Theatricality: Painting 
and Beholder in the Age  
of Diderot (Berkeley,  
CA: The University  
of California Press,  
1980), p. 45.

22.  Fried, Absorption and 
Theatricality, pp. 46-47.

23.  Fried, Absorption and 
Theatricality, pp. 50-51.
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significance Fried draws from this distinction is quasi-
ontological: it is as if Chardin and Greuze ‘represent 
different worlds’, he proposes; and in a footnote he 
expands on this, arguing that the difference between 
Chardin and Greuze in this respect,

registers a change – more exactly, a deterioration 
– in the nature, quality, or structure of the everyday 
itself. Thus, Martin Heidegger in Sein und Zeit 
associates what he calls “everydayness” with “that 
state of mind which consists of a pallid lack of mood” 
… I suggest … that the bulk of Greuze’s genre 
paintings may be seen as dramatizing precisely the 
sort of acts of evasion and dispersion that Heidegger 
has in mind; and in general, that everydayness in 
Heidegger’s sense of the term may be held to 
characterize the “world” of Greuze’s paintings but  
not that of Chardin’s. … (In this connection, it is 
significant that around 1760 Chardin gave up genre 
painting almost completely, concentrating for the 
remainder of his career on still lifes and, starting 
around 1770, portraits chiefly in pastel.)24

The absorptive mode of art, represented by Chardin, 
is something that Fried argues is renewed in some 
contemporary art. His book of 2008, Why Photography 
Matters As Art As Never Before, analyses the work of Jeff 
Wall, amongst others, in these terms; as seen for example 
in Adrian Walker, artist, drawing from a specimen in a 
laboratory, in the Dept. of Anatomy at the University of 
British Columbia, Vancouver (1992) (fig. 7). The significance 
of this work, and the tradition to which it belongs, for 
Fried seems to be that it in some sense, like Chardin’s 
painting, redeems the world from ‘everydayness’ or 
distraction. The ideal autonomy or self-sufficiency of the 
modernist artwork, posited long ago by Fried’s mentor, 
the critic Clement Greenberg, as a way for art to resist 

integration into entertainment, is re-imagined here,  
cast in phenomenological form.25 

The work of Dean, by contrast, models something  
that is neither the complete, self-sufficient absorption  
of Chardin’s Soap Bubble nor the theatrical disarray  
of Greuze’s hyper-aware figurative tableaux. Whilst  
Dean’s work often makes formal use of a structure  
of self-reference (finding meteorological metaphors for 
the filmic apparatus in the sunset, for example, in The 
Green Ray, of 2001), her films seem much more about 
what is open and broken, and the ways in which the 
world interweaves with the texture of the work, than  
any model of complete self-sufficiency. Hence, in Event 
for a Stage, as we have seen, her use of the metaphor  
of the semi-permeable membrane. 

In Event for a Stage (fig. 8), what Dean foregrounds  
is precisely the breakdown of the actor’s effort at 
absorption, his effort to sustain the ‘small world’ of  
his own performance. Dillane makes clear that when  
he is fully absorbed in his own performance, he is aware 
of details of the real world around him – the ‘woman 
with the red hat’ in the audience, for example, which 
observation gave its name to the Fruitmarket exhibition 
– but these do not disturb his simultaneous belief in his 
fictional role. So far, this might well be compared to 
Fried’s analysis of the details in Chardin’s paintings, 
which are shown not to distract the child from blowing 
the soap bubble, or building the house of cards. But the 
difference is that in Dean’s film, Dillane also discusses 
that state of mind, breaking fully from the illusion of 
performance, and discourses on the effects of his own 
distraction, his own disinclination to be fully integrated 
into the theatrical performance, his own resentment at 
the artist for inviting him to take on this project, and 
various other ‘meta’-level complaints and reflections. 
This work does not restore or renew an absorptive 
tradition, so much as it exposes it to scrutiny and debate.

24.  Fried, Absorption and 
Theatricality, p. 61,  
note 120.

25.  Clement Greenberg, 
‘Modernist Painting’ 
(1960), in Clement 
Greenberg: The Collected 
Essays and Criticism,  
vol. 4, Modernism with  
a Vengeance, 1957-1969, 
ed. John O’Brian 
(Chicago; London: 
University of Chicago 
Press, 1993), pp. 85-94.
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Here we might reach instead for the idea of ‘reception 
in distraction’, elaborated by Walter Benjamin as he 
theorised not just the way in which we receive the 
cinema, but the ways in which the advent of cinema 
changed the structure of our perception of all works  
of art. As Michael Wood summarizes, in his recent, 
thoughtful essay on the subject, for Benjamin, ‘[t]he 
concentrated connoisseur is “absorbed by” the artwork, 
while “the distracted masses absorb the work of art into 
themselves.”’26 Developing his account via analysis of 
Benjamin’s term, Zerstreuung, as ‘scattering’, Wood 
proposes a kind of ‘mental agility’ in the capability of the 
audience to attend, distractedly, to more than one thing 
at once, and in so doing to access a deeper register of 
intuitive response; precisely via what Wood describes 
using the Heideggerian term ‘entanglement’.27

It is perhaps from a sense of the Benjaminian stakes 
that Hal Foster, writing in the Fruitmarket exhibition 
catalogue, invokes the theatrical theory of Bertolt Brecht 
in relation to Dean’s film, and the avant-gardist tradition 
of disenchantment and the rupturing of illusion; only to 
express dissatisfaction with this possible interpretation. 
Acknowledging the complexity of the interweaving of 
absorption and disenchantment in her work – Dean 
‘raises that tradition but steps aside from it too’, Foster 
points out – her work doesn’t seek to puncture or deflate 
illusion permanently, so much as to want to hold the  
two structures, or ‘worlds’, of enchantment and 
disenchantment, like soap bubbles, trembling alongside 
each other. Dean herself says, ‘I think I’m more for 
enchantment than for disenchantment’, and Foster 
agrees: ‘To “lay bare the device”, in this case, is to show 
the making of the film in the film – that move used to be 
on the side of disenchantment. But here it doesn’t get us 
out into the real, so to speak; rather, it brings the real into 
your fictive world. It slips over to the side of  
re-enchantment.’28 

Hence, once again, the appositeness of Dean’s 
metaphor of the semi-permeable membrane, which 
permits the holding of both ‘real’ and ‘illusory’ objects 
side by side. In this way, Dean’s work side-steps the 
binaries established by some versions of the history of 
modernism, between ‘absorptive’ and ‘theatrical’ 
traditions, or between ‘illusion’ and the ‘disenchantment’ 
of an avant-gardist disruption, recovering instead the 
complexity and ambivalence of those, such as Benjamin, 
who sought to theorise something more multi-faceted. 
From within this tradition, she recovers something else 
more fundamental too: for what is at stake in the actor’s 
effort at absorption in his own performance, and in the 
breaking of this, or, alternatively, in the artist’s work  
in the studio, is not the perpetuation or disruption of 
‘illusion’ in some abstract sense, but something else, 
more ontological. Why make a world? One answer given 
by these films is that a world is created in order to house 
different forms of life, among which are established 
tensions and conflicts which it is the business of the  
work of art to expose, rather than necessarily to resolve.

26.  Michael Wood, The 
Habits of Distraction 
(Sussex: Sussex 
Academic Press, 2018),  
p. 6.

27.  Wood, Habits of 
Distraction, p. 10; p. 13.

28.   ‘Tacita Dean in 
conversation with  
Hal Foster’, unpag.



L EC T URE 5: TACITA DEAN: WORLD-MAKING L EC T URE 5: TACITA DEAN: WORLD-MAKING

28 29

CHAPTER 4 

FORMS OF LIFE
This vision of the work of art as housing different forms of life 
is pictured strikingly in Dean’s film, Edwin Parker, where we 
see the artist, Cy Twombly, in his studio, together with his 
assistant. The two men leaf through books and sometimes 
exchange a few words.Twombly is not shown working, as such. 
The interest he takes in the books he is reading seems 
attentive but also open to questions and interruptions – 
at one point, leafing through a sales catalogue, he 
discusses with his companion the price another artist’s 
work has reached at auction. Rather than representing 
the artist as absorbed in an idealised form of imaginative 
attention to his work, Dean’s artist studio films like  
this one arguably explore something more ‘scattered’,  
or perhaps a dual movement, back and forth between 
‘scattering’ and ‘collecting’, Zerstreuung (distracted,  
or scattered) and Sammlung (concentrated, or collected). 
(Indeed, Portraits, which focuses on David Hockney 
smoking, seems ripe for such an analysis, in light of 
Brecht’s theorisation of the spectator ‘smoking-and-
watching’ his Threepenny Opera, and so maintaining  
a distance from the illusion on-stage.29) Meanwhile, 

alongside the men, interleaving their aging human 
bodies like an otherworldly forest, are the white, 
elongated forms of Twombly’s sculptures, which  
seem to occupy a different space-time continuum  
to the humans in their midst. 

The title itself of Dean’s film seems to point to the 
idea of the artist’s work and the artist as a man existing 
on two diverging temporal streams, or in different 
worlds, perhaps: ‘Edwin Parker’ being the name given  
at birth to the man who became the artist, ‘Cy Twombly’. 
In the mid-section of the film, Twombly, or perhaps, 
‘Parker’, is shown going out to lunch in a typical, 
Southern diner. We see he and his friends asking the 
waitress questions about the menu, and placing their 
orders – a glass of Coke, a turkey sandwich. Eating 
lunch, and the brief conversations which we overhear, 
seem banal activities compared to the strangeness of  
the sculptures we have glimpsed. The body of the  
man, ‘Edwin Parker’, in this film is shown as being  
of a different order to that of the artworks ‘Cy Twombly’ 
has made. 

Indeed, the artist is not shown at work in any  
of Dean’s artist studio films (except for GDGDA, 
concerning Julie Mehretu). In all cases (except, again, 
GDGDA), the artist is old, and is filmed as if positioned 
‘after’ the works he has made, which, in Twombly’s case, 
he regards in sales brochures and exhibition catalogues, 
at one remove from himself. And yet a deeper 
connection between the life of the artist and the life  
of the work is suggested by the two films Dean made  
of Morandi’s studio, preserved after his death, and  
in Darmstadter Werkblock, in which Dean records the 
survival of Beuys’s felt-lined studio, as if it were  
the shell from which the snail has long since been 
removed. A dried out, desiccated and ‘lifeless’ former 
environment, the films seem to ask what life the work 

29.  Bertolt Brecht, ‘The 
Literarization of the 
Theatre: Notes to The 
Threepenny Opera’ (1931), 
in Brecht on Theatre, ed. 
and trans. John Willett 
(New York: Hill and 
Wang; London: Eyre 
Methuen, 1964; 1978),  
p. 44.
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has without the artist? Whilst the films are, if not 
sceptical, then at least inquiring, about the life of the 
artist contrasted to the stranger, stronger life of the work, 
they also seem to expose a deeper continuity between the 
body of the artist and his work, as if each constituted an 
elaborate life-support system or prosthesis for the other.

Like the studio films, Event for a Stage, too, brings 
different ‘forms of life’ under scrutiny. In his first spoken 
– as opposed to muttered – words, which are ‘Storm! 
Storm! Storm!’, Dillane recites parts of a speech from The 
Tempest, in which Prospero is describing to Miranda how 
they came to be cast away; describing her ‘false uncle’, 
his brother, Antonio, who took over the duties of 
kingship while he was absorbed in his studies. ‘How  
he ‘perfected how to grant suits, how to deny them,  
who to advance and who to trash for over-topping,  
new created the creatures that were mine, I say, or 
changed ’em, or else new formed ’em.. to what tune 
pleased his ear.’ The theme of ‘creatures’ is thus 
established, and deepened in what follows.

In the scenes which ensue, Dean, like Prospero, is 
positioned as resented puppet master by Dillane, while 
the actor, like Caliban, chafes against being the artist’s 
‘creature’. Dillane himself, as I have noted, is made to 
resemble a shadow puppet, in the opening, wheeling 
scenes of the film, thus chiming with Dean’s use of the 
other nested narrative within the film: Kleist’s 1810 essay 
on the puppet theatre. In this famous essay, the narrator 
recounts a discussion with a ‘leading dancer’, who 
describes his admiration for the graceful movements  
of the puppets in a street theatre. The narrator and the 
dancer dispute whether human consciousness is a 
hindrance to the achievement of perfect grace. In the 
dancer’s view, if the ‘final trace of the intellect’ could be 
removed from the operation of the puppets, by removing 
the puppeteer and having the dolls move entirely 
mechanically, then they would ‘perform a dance that 

neither he nor any other outstanding dancer of his time 
… could equal.’30

Proceeding from this evaluation of puppets, the 
dancer in Kleist’s essay goes on to recount a story  
about a fencing match which he has had with a bear. 
‘The bear’s utter seriousness had robbed me of my 
composure’, Kleist writes, and Dillane recites his words. 
The bear could not be deceived – whenever the human 
fencer made a false feint, the bear did not move, and just 
looked him in the eye. But when the fencer ‘struck in 
earnest’, the bear would always with a small movement 
of his paw, turn the blade aside. The conclusion the 
dancer draws from this encounter, with which Kleist’s 
essay concludes, is that ‘grace … appears to best 
advantage in that human bodily structure that has no 
consciousness at all – or has infinite consciousness – that 
is, in the mechanical puppet or in the God’.31 Here, we 
might note an anticipation of the ‘grace’ which Michael 
Fried would later counterpose to ‘theatricality’, as  
a hallmark of true as opposed to inauthentic art.32

It might seem that Kleist’s essay, and Dean’s work,  
by quoting it, participates in an idealisation of animal 
nature: a Romantic narrative in which animals are 
understood as more ‘free’ than humanity, and closer to  
a state of grace. More unerring, less deceived, the bear  
in this story is presented as different from the human  
in similar terms, perhaps to those in which the German 
Romantic poet, Rainer Maria Rilke, presented humanity 
as alienated by its own self-consciousness from right 
responses to the world.

As Eric Santner has related, the philosopher Martin 
Heidegger criticised Rilke for this Romantic belief, 
arguing instead, that human being, Da-sein, is the only 
site of true freedom. Animals, imprisoned by their 
instinctual responses to the world, cannot perceive the 
world as such, but only an ‘environment’ to which they 
are conditioned to respond. As Santner explains: 

30.  Heinrich von Kleist, ‘On 
the Marionette Theatre’, 
The Drama Review: TDR, 
vol. 16, no. 3, The 
‘Puppet’ Issue (Sept., 
1972), p. 23.
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[T]he animal is, as Heidegger puts it elsewhere, 
poor in world (weltarm), while man is essentially 
world-forming (weltbildend) (the stone, by contrast,  
is simply weltlos, without world). It is against this 
background that Heidegger draws the distinction 
between animal behaviour – his word is sich benehmen 
– and human comportment – sich verhalten. What 
Rilke privileges as uninhibited movement within  
the Open, Heidegger sees as a purely functional  
and instinctual captivation … by an environment, as 
absorption in an Umwelt, as opposed to an intentional 
comportment within the openness of a Welt.33

But Santner goes on to track the ways in which this 
elevation of humanity by Heidegger is critiqued, in turn, 
by Giorgio Agamben. Via Agamben, Santner traces a 
political-literary tradition (in German Jewish thought  
in particular), that describes a dimension of human 
experience that is ‘creaturely’, in which the human being 
is rendered ‘animal’ in some way. In this tradition, 
exemplified by the work of Franz Kafka, amongst others, 
Santner argues that when the human being is brought 
into proximity to his or her own conformity to some law 
– whether natural necessity, or some socio-political 
structure of law – then the human being is made animal 
or ‘creaturely’. In this account, combining Heidegger 
with Agamben, creatureliness is a marker of inscription 
by or subjection to a law. In animals, this is the law of 
instinct. In human beings it may be different kinds of 
compulsion or political coercion.

A key example of the ‘creaturely’ that Santner gives is 
the figure of Caliban, from The Tempest. Caliban is a body 
who is not embodied exactly, by Dean’s film. Stephen 
Dillane is given the more kingly identity of Prospero; 
although in positioning himself as Dean’s ‘creature’, he 
may be seen to oscillate, implicitly, perhaps, between the 
two identities. Indeed, Dean shows the ways in which 

Prospero and Caliban are each only an inscription  
or effect of the other: the one’s authority only given 
through his subordination of the other, and the other’s 
creatureliness only an inscription of his subordination by 
the first. And although Dean, in handing pages of script 
to Dillane (which he sometimes reads, and sometimes 
appears to discard), may seem as if positioned as the 
‘creator’, her ‘rule’ is visibly spurned by Dillane (and 
given that it is Dean who limps, as a consequence of  
the arthritis she has suffered for many years, we may 
wonder whether she offers her own body in this film  
as Caliban to Dillane’s Prospero).

The ‘creaturely’, in the Agamben-derived sense that 
Santner describes, and the tradition in art and literature 
that he interprets using it, is represented for Santner  
not only by the work of Kafka, but also by that of the 
German writer, W.G. Sebald; whose melancholy accounts 
of walking through the English landscape, and life-
histories of individuals disrupted by the Second World 
War describe a kind of traumatised homelessness in the 
world: a dislocated sickness apparently produced by the 
subject’s encounter with the inexorable effects of history. 
Dean has devoted a number of works to Sebald, as well 
as an artist’s book (W.G. Sebald of 2003). And perhaps a 
radical political edge to Dean’s work might be glimpsed 
in the fierce opposition it mounts to the supposedly 
inevitable ‘law of progress’ prescribing an ordained 
technological obsolescence, and an apparently necessary 
march toward the digital, as if analogue film were  
simply outmoded. Dean’s sharp challenge to this rhetoric 
of ‘progress’ is one way in which her work might be  
seen as directly resisting the imperatives of corporate 
capitalism. And yet this is not exactly the form in which  
I see her engage with the problematic of the creaturely 
most deeply.

There is another sense in which the idea of the 
creaturely, and the problematic of world-making to 
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which it belongs, speak directly to Dean’s concerns in her 
artworks. Santner refers back to an essay by Julia Lupton, 
‘Creature Caliban’, from 2000, devoted to the character 
whom Santner terms ‘the most famous incarnation  
of creaturely life in the Western tradition’.34 He is an 
oppressed, not quite human ‘other’, entirely subject to 
sovereign authority; but in his existence, rebuking it. 
Opening her analysis of Caliban, Lupton notes the 
‘derivation of the word “creature” from the future-active 
participle of the Latin creare’, writing that ‘creatura is  
a thing always in the process of undergoing creation;  
the creature is actively passive, or better, passionate, 
perpetually becoming created, subject to transformations 
at the behest of the arbitrary commands of an Other’.35  
In this sense, as Santner summarises, ‘“creature” is not  
so much the name of a determinate state of being as the 
signifier of an ongoing exposure, of being caught up in  
the process of becoming creature through the dictates of 
divine alterity’.36

It is in this sense that, beyond occupying itself with 
figures of the creaturely at the level of content, Dean’s 
work itself, in its very form, may be described as 
creaturely. So much in Dean’s work is about resisting 
closure.37 There are the many unfinished collections which 
she numbers amongst her works, stretching over years 
(Four, Five, Six and Seven Leaf Clover Collection, 1972- 
ongoing; Round Stone Collection, ongoing, for example); 
the instability of the blackboard drawings, and their serial 
construction in units, suggesting potential endlessness 
and unboundedness; as well as the structuring of her 
oeuvre by overarching themes, which recur. In all these 
ways, there is an overall effect of the indefinite and 
incomplete in Dean’s work, and a sense in which it 
remains ‘in-process’, and in that sense, creaturely; holding 
fast to a quality of ‘liveness’ in the work.

Relations to others are also staged as incomplete or  
in process. The missed encounter is a recurring theme. 

Event for a Stage, for example, explores not only the ‘play 
within a play’ of The Tempest, but also the ‘world within  
a world’ of dementia. Dillane relates his experiences of 
his mother being ‘in her own world’ whilst also being, 
physically, in his: she apparently responding to things  
he can’t see, and finding her own, expressive language  
to describe her perceptions that just escapes being 
comprehensible in rational terms. 

A small work by Dean, included in the Fruitmarket 
exhibition alongside Event for a Stage, staged this theme 
particularly succinctly. A Muse (fig. 9) is a short, looped, 
two-and-a-half minute, film. Dean has used in-camera 
masking to film two separate image streams, which 
appear alongside each other, in what Dean calls a 
‘diptych’ format.38 On the right-hand side, we see the 
actor Ben Wishaw leaning out of a window, at one point 
calling out ‘Anne’. On the left-hand side, we see the  
poet, Anne Carson and a companion somewhere else, 
laughing and talking on a playground roundabout. They 
cannot hear him, where they are. The film eternalizes  
a moment of ‘missed encounter’ across space and time, 
which might well be compared with Dean’s experience 
of ‘missed encounter’ with Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, 
in her audio work of this name from 1997. In A Muse,  
as in Event for a Stage, and the artist studio films I have 
discussed, Dean suggests that world-making is an 
activity we make out of aloneness: a drive toward  
others, that is only incompletely fulfilled. World-making 
is cast, in the particular, creaturely register that Dean 
performs it, as a net to catch others – a net that risks 
failing to catch or to house others, as often, or more  
than it succeeds.38.  For Dean’s explanation 

of this technique, see  
her essay, ‘Antigone’, in 
Alexandra Harris et al, 
Tacita Dean: Landscape, 
Portrait, Still Life 
(London: The Royal 
Academy of Arts, The 
National Portrait Gallery, 
The National Gallery, 
2018), p. 100.

34.  Santner, Creaturely Life,  
p. 27.

35.  Julia Lupton, ‘Creature 
Caliban’, Shakespeare 
Quarterly, vol. 51,  
no. 1 (Spring, 2000), p. 1.

36.  Santner, Creaturely Life,  
p. 28.

37.  Here I part company 
with Michael Newman’s 
analysis, in his fine essay 
on Dean, ‘Drawing Time: 
Tacita Dean’s Narratives 
of Inscription’, Enclave 
Review , Spring, 2013,  
pp. 5-9, http://
enclavereview.org/
drawing-time-tacita-
deans-narratives-of-
inscription/, accessed 
October 16, 2018. 
Newman interprets Dean 
in the tragic mode, as 
exploring ‘the experience 
of finitude, of being 
subject to time’ (p. 8), 
while I see Dean’s work 
as constantly disrupting 
that finitude, and with it, 
the form of tragedy, in 
the ways I argue here.
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CHAPTER 5 

EXPOSURE
In conclusion, I have argued that we find in Event for  
a Stage a new organising drive of world-making; something 
that is expanded in her most recent film, Antigone, as  
I shall argue elsewhere. 

Event for a Stage helps us look back to Dean’s earlier 
works, and her artist studio films in particular; 
understanding those works anew as figuring human 
consciousness as ‘world-making’, in a sense which is  
to some extent illuminated by the accounts Nelson 
Goodman and Hannah Arendt have given of the activity 
of human beings, in dialogue with others, forming the 
material around themselves into interpretive worlds.  
But this is no Romantic re-valorisation of creativity. Dean 
examines the forms of life that these worlds bring into 
being – works of art, for example, which then sit uneasily 
in the real space of the studio, as half-fictive, spectral, 
beauties, and half-functionless, incomprehensible lumber 
– and expose the incompatible claims and tensions 
between these forms of life, and the people around them, 
without resolving them. Particularly, she explores efforts 
to encounter other people – to build mutually accepted 
and enriching structures of belief and understanding  

that permit each other to live and flourish – and focuses 
on the failures and difficulties of this effort, in the actor’s 
resistance to and rejection of the artist’s ideas, for 
example, or in Ben Wishaw’s failure to be heard by  
Anne Carson, in A Muse.

In these ways, I think we can understand Dean’s  
film as pursuing a radical and philosophical project  
of world-making, that re-grounds being in activities  
of making and shaping, and that understands being  
as becoming, in a process of exposure. Exposure is  
a state in which we are disclosed or uncovered, and  
feel embarrassment and self-consciousness. Such feelings 
are sympathetically understood in Dean’s recent work as 
subjectively ‘awful’ as Dean puts it, when she responds 
to Dillane’s account of becoming aware of himself, 
mid-performance, in front of the audience. Nevertheless, 
they are shown to be ontologically necessary: marking 
the moment in which we become aware of ourselves  
as creatures, and so as being formed, in-process. This 
marks the film’s rejection of the ideal of ‘grace’ in 
unconsciousness, and a rejection of the binary of 
absorption and theatricality. Instead, shame is positioned 
more as the Biblical story of Adam and Eve presents it: 
the gateway to knowledge, and accession to the world. 
Life after this, as Milton described it in Paradise Lost,  
will be ‘overliving’. After the Fall, in Milton’s poem, 
Adam cries out: ‘Why do I overlive / Why am I mocked 
with death, and lengthened out / To deathless pain? 
How gladly would I meet / Mortality my sentence,  
and be earth’.39

In her study of this term, the Classical scholar,  
Emily Wilson, has shown how ‘overliving’ in Adam’s 
sense, meaning persisting on beyond a sentence of  
death, or after some unimaginable loss, can remake our 
understanding of the tragic tradition, stretching from 
Sophocles, through Shakespeare to Milton.40 But she 
shows how the subject may seek to build from this 

39.  John Milton, Paradise Lost 
(1667), ed. John Leonard 
(London: Penguin, 2000), 
Book X, lines 773-776,  
pp. 237-238.

40.  Emily R. Wilson, Mocked 
with Death: Tragic 
Overliving from Sophocles 
to Milton (Baltimore, 
London: The Johns 
Hopkins University 
Press, 2004).
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situation, nevertheless, the renewed sense of a world in 
which to house themselves and their desire for a relation 
with others. Pointing out that the last word of Milton’s 
poem is ‘way’, she notes that the end of Paradise Lost 
marks only the ‘beginning of a long journey’, as Adam 
and Eve leave the garden, and must ‘find a way to live 
through the long, slow time ahead’.41 The space of this 
wandering must be painstakingly built into a world, 
which, like a semi-permeable membrane, holds one  
set of now-defunct illusions alongside another emergent 
understanding.

Exposure is also a term of filmic specificity, of  
course (as always with Dean), and a photological  
term: describing the process by which light strikes the 
celluloid, and forms an image in it. Just as the encounter 
with another human being is not fully punctual, but 
develops over time, like her filmic medium, Dean’s  
is a remodelling of the human as creaturely: in-process, 
formed through the activities of world-forming and 
shaping, and given in moments of openness to others 
and to the world. These are not always easy encounters. 
In Event for a Stage, Dean explores the prickly arguments 
between ‘Artist’ and ‘Actor’, using Shakespeare’s play 
concerning a deposed and exiled king to set the scene. 
Insisting on this antagonistic, disruptive restlessness in 
our relation to the world and to each other, Dean’s focus 
is on not just the un-making of the made world, but  
the the undoing of our unthinking adherence to law, 
exposing our own unfinished creatureliness. This is,  
she attests, the uncomfortable, restless, critical activity  
that will be essential to any world-making of the future; 
from whatever ruins.

41.  Wilson, Mocked with 
Death, p. 205.
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figure 1

Tacita Dean, Event for a Stage, 2014. 
Presented at Carriageworks in 
association with ABC RN. 

Courtesy the artist; Frith Street 
Gallery, London; and Marian  
Goodman Gallery, New York  
and Paris. Co-commissioned by  
the 19th Biennale of Sydney and 
Carriageworks, Sydney. 

figure 2

Tacita Dean, Manhattan Mouse 
Museum, 2011. 16mm colour  
film, optical sound, 16 minutes, 
continuous loop. Front projection; 
screen; loop system; sofa.

Courtesy the artist, Frith Street 
Gallery, London and Marian  
Goodman Gallery, New York and Paris.
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figure 3

Tacita Dean, Edwin Parker, 2011. 
16mm colour film, optical sound,  
29 minutes. Front projection; screen; 
projection box; loop system; seating. 

Courtesy the artist, Frith Street 
Gallery, London and Marian  
Goodman Gallery, New York and Paris.

figure 4

Tacita Dean, Mario Merz, 2002. 
16mm colour film, optical sound,  
8 ½ minutes. Front projection; 
screen; loop system; size variable.

Courtesy the artist, Frith Street 
Gallery, London and Marian  
Goodman Gallery, New York and Paris.
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figure 5

Tacita Dean, Section Cinema  
(Homage to Marcel Broodthaers),  
2002. 16mm colour film, optical 
sound, 13 minutes, continuous loop. 
Front projection directly onto wall; 
loop system; size variable.

Courtesy the artist, Frith Street 
Gallery, London and Marian  
Goodman Gallery, New York and Paris.

figure 6

Jean Siméon Chardin,  
Soap Bubbles, c.1733-34.  
Oil on canvas, 61 x 63.2 cm. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art,  
New York.
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figure 7

Jeff Wall, Adrian Walker, artist, 
drawing from a specimen in a 
laboratory, in the Department  
of Anatomy at the University  
of British Columbia, Vancouver, 1992. 
Transparency in lightbox,  
119 x 164 cm.

Courtesy of the artist.

figure 8

Tacita Dean, Event for a Stage,  
2014. Presented at Carriageworks  
in association with ABC RN. 

Courtesy the artist; Frith Street 
Gallery, London; and Marian Goodman 
Gallery, New York and Paris. 
Co-commissioned by the 19th Biennale 
of Sydney and Carriageworks, Sydney. 
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figure 9

Tacita Dean, A Muse, 2017. 35mm 
colour anamorphic film, optical 
sound, reduced to spherical 16mm 
for exhibition, 2½ minutes. Small 
back projection; screen flush with 
wall; loop system.

Courtesy the artist, Frith Street  
Gallery and Marian Goodman Gallery, 
New York and Paris.


