
1 
 

Time After Time: An Exploration of Lineages of Social Space 

and Materiality 

 

 

 

 

JEREMY EATON 
0000-0001-8880-3198 

 

Submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of 

 
M. FINE ARTS (Visual Art) 

 (by Research) 
 

December 2017 

 

 

School of Art 

 

Faculty Of The Victorian College Of The Arts And The Melbourne Conservatorium Of Music 

 

The University of Melbourne 

 

 

 



2 
 

Abstract 

 
This practice-led research project is concerned with investigating lineages of social space and its 

associated materialities constituted by homosexual men of the past. The project, which is reflected on 

in the ensuing paper, was developed over two years and has taken form as an emergent sculptural and 

spatial investigation that considers how an artistic practice can constitute a form of materialist 

historiography. The final outcomes of this research are comprised of a written dissertation and an 

installation which includes prints, video and sculptural objects. Each element of the installation 

elaborates on a proposition reflected on through the dissertation to consider trans-historical 

relationality; the performative and ephemeral establishment of lineages in the present through 

installation; and the literary evocation of homosexual desire through abstraction and codes. The 

exploration of a series of ‘texts’ has informed the propositions that have been developed through the 

studio research to consider the question: if and or how can an artistic practice act as a materialist 

method for evoking lineages of homosexual social-space? 

 
As will be elaborated throughout the dissertation, image based artworks and a video have been 

developed alongside sculptural objects to create a semantic, relational space that constitutes the final 

outcome of my research. In the emergence of the research outcomes, multiple methods have been 

enacted. These include: utilising my body to investigate the materials, shapes and processes inherent 

to objects that shape specific social spaces; researching and considering the material effect of 

literature throughout the process of this studio research; and the intersection of narrative through a 

written text and video. The subsequent deployment of these works in the social context of a gallery 

acts to consider if and how these objects can act on and through the present. The final outcome of the 

research articulates a form of spatial production directed towards the constitution of a propositional 

‘lineage’ of social space as a performative gesture, elaborated on within the site of exhibition and 

display. 
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Introduction 

In her series of works קקה , Chapter 29, Part 1 (2015) and Part 2 (2017), American artist R. H. 

Quaytman developed paintings that were instigated by research into Paul Klee’s print, Angelus Novus 

(1920). The print by Klee is the iconic angel of history made famous by Walter Benjamin as the 

looming figure that peers out over the detritus of the past.1 Upon viewing the print in the Israel 

Museum, Quaytman discovered that Klee’s angel had been physically mounted over an image barely 

discernible around the paper’s edges. Investigating this layering, Quaytman determined that the image 

beneath was a painting of Martin Luther by Lucas Cranach (1472-1553) and that, whilst the angel’s 

gaze peers over the progress of history, it physically has its back turned to other histories sifted out 

and side-lined in the process of modernism.2  

 

The angel in Benjamin’s text Theses on The Philosophy of History (1940), comes to symbolise a 

melancholic figure looking over the piling debris of progress,3 his back turned on the future. Once 

owned by Benjamin, this image has accrued the status of a poetic indictment of modernism and 

reflects the friendship between Benjamin and Jewish mystic, Gerhard Scholem.4 The image has also 

accrued a melancholic inflection as the symbolic icon representing the last published reflections made 

by Benjamin before his suicide on the 26th of September, 1940. Quaytman’s series of paintings 

ruminate over this conversation; between the social, historical, ideological and philosophic status that 

Klee’s image has accrued and the way blind spots have formed in the process of its mythologising. 

Quaytman’s paintings not only become indicative of historical research through art— its semantic and 

poetic possibilities— but also becomes a meditation on what constitutes historiography as a 
                                                
1 “…shows an angel looking as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. …This is how 
one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one 
single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet… A storm is blowing in from 
Paradise.… This storm is what we call progress.” W. Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations, ed. 
Hannah Arendt, (New York: Schocken Books, 1969) 257-258.  
2 N. Banai, “R. H. Quaytman,” in, Documenta 14: Daybook, eds. Quinn Latimer and Adam Szymczyk, (Munich: Prestel 
Verlag, 2017), 136-137. 
3 Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, 258. 
4 Contributing to Quaytman’s research is the incredible provenance of Klee’s Angelus Novus. The print was originally 
owned by the critic Walter Benjamin, who, when he fled Paris ahead of the Nazi arrival, entrusted it to the writer and 
philosopher Georges Bataille, from whom it passed to the social critic Theodor Adorno. It was subsequently gifted by 
Gerhard Scholem to the Israel Museum. Cotter, Holland. “R. H. Quaytman’s Variations on Klee’s Angel.” The New York 
Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/06/arts/design/rh-quaytmans-variations-on-klees-angel.html (accessed 
September 4, 2017). 
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discipline. Through her painting practice Quaytman investigates how history is layered, discursively 

written, physically encountered and demonstrates how artists can materially form temporal and 

conceptual divergences into the way these historical tracts are imagined.  

 

In an artistic practice, the capacity to ruminate and investigate the layered, shifting and physically felt   

impressions of the past can open up possibilities to re-consider the impetus of the epistemological 

underpinnings of historiography.5 By drawing back into the frame of historiography emotive 

evocations, material encounters and temporal processes, art challenges a discipline predicated on 

chronological ways of conceptualising time.6 Art, through its returns and divergences, making and 

encounter, does not focus on the straight line of this temporal framing. As can be seen in Quaytman’s 

painterly series, the subjective relations one has to materials intersects with social and cultural 

conditions of the discipline, contemporary contexts and historical forces, forming various points of 

inquiry that are enacted simultaneously.  

 

The material, the medium, the discipline of art itself — whether painting, sculpture or video — 

always has a reflexive presence that becomes integral to the content of a work of art contributing to 

the way it is made and received.7 Thus, through the process of an artistic practice, it could be said that 

one is always engaging the past, feeling its traces in the very discipline within which one is working, 

an artistic language can only be built out of the multiple relations of that which has preceded. At once 

in her paintings, Quaytman is investigating Klee’s work but also the conditions and contextual 

reception of painting in the present through recourse to the medium’s history. The preceding artistic 

movements of post-modernism, expressionism and conceptual art lay a precedent and parameters that 

Quaytman both engages with and shifts.8 The artist is thus always feeling traces, picking up where 

someone left off.  

                                                
5 Alyson Campbell, “Taking an Affective Approach To ‘Doing’ Queer Histories in Performance: Queer Dramaturgy as a 
Reparative Practice of Erotohistoriography,” in Queer Dramaturgies: International Perspectives on Where Performance 
Leads Queer, eds. Alyson Campbell and Stephen Farrier (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016) 223-226. ‘epistemological 
crisis of post-modern history.’ See C. Dinshaw, Getting Medieval, 15.  
6 Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (California: Duke University Press, 2010), xxii. 
7 Prapoglou, Kostas. Interview with Nairy Baghramian. The Seen, issue 3 (2016). 120-126. 
8 N. Banai. R.H. Quaytman, 136-137. Quaytman, R.H. R.H. Quaytman, Morning: -Chapter 30. Edited by Bennett Simpson. 
Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art and DelMonico Books, 2016. Exhibition Catalogue.  
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Whilst I reference a conceptual painter to make a point, the research project I have conducted has 

employed movement, time and an emergent material encounter with the past, predominantly though 

the discipline of sculpture. The Master of Fine Arts project which is reflected on in the ensuing paper 

was developed over two years and has slowly taken form as an emergent sculptural and spatial 

investigation into lineages of social space and its associated materialities. The final outcomes of this 

research, are comprised of an installation that includes prints, video and sculptural objects. The studio 

based research has been developed concurrently with literary historical research into social spaces (in 

its material and conceptual forms) constituted predominantly by homosexual men of the past. 

Theoretically I have considered time, historical research in art, sculpture and narrative, and how 

lineages of social spaces pervade and can be encountered in the present through a sculptural 

installation practice. The exploration of these moments has informed a series of propositions that have 

been developed through the studio research to consider the question: if and or how can an artistic 

practice act as a materialist method for evoking lineages of homosexual social space? 

 

The propositions of the project, explored here, correlates with a variety of texts I have engaged 

throughout the duration of the master’s project. Each text has acted to inform and frame certain 

conceptual approaches in the development of studio based artworks and their subsequent relationship 

to each other in the final installation. These texts include window trimming works created by Jasper 

Johns and Robert Rauschenberg under the pseudonym Matson Jones Custom Display; interior designs 

by early 20th Century designer, Jean-Michel Frank and an excerpt from an Edmund White novella, 

Forgetting Elena. These texts create points of orientation and focus and, whilst their origins in time 

and location vary widely, they each express unique facets of the politics of interior space, queer 

relationality and the social and libidinal underpinnings of abstraction. Through various cues offered 

by each of these practitioners I have been able to develop conceptual approaches to material based 

artworks enabled by what these texts have foreclosed.  

 

Initially, the paper forms the methodological foundation for the project. This foundation is comprised 

of theoretical postulations around time and the body as a tool in historical research, and considers 
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Henri Lefebvre’s theories of social space through his text The Production of Space. By considering 

the interpenetration of time, with the ‘duration’ of objects, spaces and the body, I speculate about the 

way an artistic practice constitutes a method for engaging with lineages of social space: re-asserting in 

the present, that which has fallen to the way side of spaces’ development.  

 

The first proposition of the project looks to the little discussed window trimming works created by 

Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg, developed whilst they were a couple, under the pseudonym 

Matson Jones Custom Display. Framing this exploration is a reflection on a line taken from 

Rauschenberg in which he describes how, throughout their relationship, the two men gave each other 

‘permission’. In this chapter I extrapolate on the notion of permission and consider if or how this 

relational concept expressed by Rauschenberg, can become trans-historical. The relational concept of 

‘permission’ and the associated works created by Matson Jones has informed a series of prints titled 

Permissibility (that aim to) put this proposition into action. 

 

The second proposition of the project looks to the design work of French interior designer Jean-

Michel Frank and his upturning of the conventions and codes of interior design early in the 20th 

century. Frank’s use of materials and his attitude to interior design has been, in part, attributed to his 

sexuality and ‘outsider’ status. What is demonstrated across Frank’s oeuvre is the abolition of 

previously held design strictures. His unorthodox approach to materials and his re-organisation of 

hierarchies of interior design forms the basis for a series of sculptural works and their installation 

throughout the project as a form of sculptural décor. These works have been developed in relation to 

Frank’s work and sit somewhere between architectural features, historical quotations, furniture and 

sculptural objects.  

 

The third proposition of the project considers how these histories speak on, and through, my own 

work as a result of ethical considerations in relation to enacting further ‘omissions’ of bodies in the 

production of social spaces. I thus evoke these figures through a subtitled video, The Red Circle, 

forming a ‘subtext’ that is displayed amidst my prints and sculptural work. The script developed for 
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the video outlines elements of the research in relation to an excerpt about an abstract graphic poem 

from Edmund White’s novella, Forgetting Elena. The video acts as a lateral framing mechanism that 

lends a signifying hand to the installation and embroils the sculptures abstract characteristics, like the 

extract from the Edmund White’s story, with homosexual desire.  

 

The paper will conclude with a consideration of how all of these elements have been attended to in 

order to at once develop a social space and to form several distinct propositions for engaging with 

history through an artistic practice. This will articulate the progressive emergence of the research and 

how the final constellation of works acts as another proposition to address how the social space of 

installation has come to constitute a propositional lineage of homosexual social space in the present.    
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Chapter One: A Foundation and Methodology 

 
As the winners of a battle between sensory and cognitive modes of apprehending history 

declared it, history should be understood rather than felt. 9 

 

Time is an evanescent force, barely perceptible when we are immersed in its continuity. Ruptures and 

marked situations, such as the journey from point A to point B, place us in time, as time is relativized 

against the tracking of our physical movement.10 Time is also perceptible through one of its unique 

characteristics, that of ‘duration’ inherent to objects, corporeality and the architectural spaces that 

surround us. We think of time ‘through the temporality of objects, through the temporality of space 

and matter’,11 things which precede and persist despite our steady sequential temporal charge forward; 

acting to connect us to time through processes of ‘development, growth and decay’.12 As a force that 

we barely register, we denote and conceptualise time, giving it form through its delineation in 

numeracy, blocks and markers. These frameworks developed for conceptualising time take on a 

particularly social and cultural timbre expressed by particular groups concomitant to geography, 

labour, social structures and ritual.13  

 

The ‘duration’ of objects, space and time, which functions on and in relation to the body, could be 

said to form its own anterior temporal field, coming to intersect temporarily with our corporeality 

through an encounter.14 The persistence and duration of objects is akin to the pervasive instantiation 

of social space, and its associated lineages, as articulated by French theorist Henri Lefebvre. As 

Lefebvre states:  

 

                                                
9 Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (California: Duke University Press, 2010), 95. 
10 Elizabeth Grosz, The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution and the Untimely (Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2004), 5. 
11 Ibid. 5 
12 Ibid. 5 
13 Barbara Adams argues that we ‘rarely think about time’ aside from the ‘superficial associations’ made by ‘clocks, 
calendars and schedules.’ P. 31 & ‘time is multifaceted: it is involved in physical processes and social conventions, in the 
abstract relations of mathematics and concrete relations between people.’ Barbara Adams, Timewatch: The Social Analysis 
of Time (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 49. 
14 Grosz, In the Nick of Time, 158-159. 
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Nothing disappears completely, however; nor can what subsists be defined in terms of 

traces, memories or relics. In space, what came earlier continues to underpin what 

follows. The preconditions of social space have their own particular way of enduring and 

remaining actual within that space.15  

 

Throughout his book, The Production of Space, Lefebvre elaborates on this precondition, as it is not 

merely an evanescent echo from the past that endures within the spaces we inhabit. The facets of 

social space to which Lefebvre is referring to encompass its economic, biological, social, cultural, 

physical and psychological concurrent occurrences. These occurrences script and underlay the 

formative production of social space and are registered through a bodily interaction with duration and 

the psychological, social and signifying forces entailed by a space’s physicality.16   

 

From Lefebvre’s point of view, this is not merely a causal set of linear events but is a relational 

concept underlain by a trialectic between body, objects and spaces that act to develop and produce the 

constituent facets of the social.17 In his elaborations Lefebvre is sceptical of the role of writing in the 

‘deciphering’ and ‘decoding’ of an encrypted reality providing a supposed transparency that turns out 

to be a ‘transcendental illusion’ ‘a trap’.18 In lieu of this a ‘spatial practice’ might be better equipped 

to deal with the multiplicity of concurrent occurrences pervading and inhabiting social space.  

 

Timothy Vermeulen formalises Lefebvre’s concept of space as a weave, whereby strings are added to 

the weave over time affecting its over-all makeup, and shifting its weight, colour and composition.19 

These effects can be subtle — in the form of light strings — or can alter the shape of the overall 

weave through imposing thicker more dominant threads. This concept of space and the weave is not 

limited to the objects, buildings and plazas — the elements that physically orient a body in space — 

                                                
15 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. David Nicholson-Smith (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1991), 229. 
16 Ibid. 36-37. 
17 Ibid. 33. 
18 Ibid. 29.  
19 T. Vermeulen, “Thoughts on the Space of Contemporary Sculpture, or: Stringing Along,” in Sculpture Unlimited 2: 
Materiality in Times of Immateriality, eds. Eva Grubinger and Jörg Heiser (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2015), 24-39. 
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but encompass signifiers, and our social, cultural, economic and psychological conception of space; 

constantly shifting and changing its form. Space is thus not a singular set of occurrences but has 

embedded within it a concurrent set of social, psychological, linguistic and physical affects, operating 

simultaneously.20  

 

These processes, are relational in their formation. But through the imposition of certain threads over 

others, they become physical and psychological orienting forces in space, describing behaviour, 

supporting certain bodies over others and indicating power relations. In the text, The Cultural Politics 

of Emotion, American based, queer theorist Sara Ahmed articulates the palpable force this spatial 

articulation accrues, taking on the characteristics of a ‘script’ that orients and impresses upon a 

body.21 The script indicates that the body should be oriented towards some objects and not others and 

that the script has been instantiated and developed progressively over time. Ahmed’s notion perceives 

the script — or what could be perceived as the discursive nature of space — as a physical force that 

we feel as a series of impressions.22 This can wound as well as enable, and she states that a divergence 

from the scripts of social space generates certain possibilities and also mourning.23 Time implicit to 

social space thus becomes something that is physically and psychologically impressed upon us 

through a progressive accrual that becomes inscribed in space and is subsequently expressed in the 

social. These expressions become the legible forms that we not only project onto, but from which we 

extract various forms of being from. Whether as a negative impression or orienting force, the body 

thus feels time and history playing out through the inter-corporeal relation to social space and the 

pervasion of that which has preceded.  

 

In Lefebvre’s theoretical postulations, this production of space — its codes, scripts and impressions 

— inextricably links spatial production with biological reproduction.24 Similarly, Ahmed’s notions of 

the script are conceptualised as a repeated force developed through the generational structure of the 

                                                
20 Lefebvre, The Production of Space,125. 
21 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (New York: Routledge, 2012) 144-165. 
22 Ibid. 145. 
23 Ibid. 161-162. 
24 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 32. 
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western nuclear family unit.25 In queer discourse, temporal frameworks are evoked due to the total 

lack of, or improvised alternative, generational structures that form queer communities.26 The absence 

of a generational or genealogical structure predicated on reproduction becomes a palpable space for 

re-thinking ‘chrono-construction’: shifting the temporal lineages from reproductive-chrono 

construction constituting a ‘chrono-politics.’ Expressed through various texts by Carolyn Dinshaw, 

Carla Freccero, Sara Ahmed and Elizabeth Freeman, and integral to exhibitions such as Not Now! 

Now! (2014),27 alternative methods for evoking and engaging with history beyond the linear, 

sequential perception of its occurrences has become a basis for queer forms of historiography.28 

History is not cast into the past as ‘other’ but perceived as an enduring force that a body can make 

contact with, encountering its processes in the present.29 Enacting relations and re-tracing past 

sexualities, in all their heterogeneity, to ‘extend the resources for self- and community building.’30 

 

Enacting these relations through material or bodily gestures positions the ostensible recourse to this 

history as primarily performative. This performativity, implicit to a large proportion of the field of 

gender studies, becomes a methodological approach employed by queer theorists and artists to engage 

the past. These include but are not limited to; considering the spectral nature of history;31 drag queen 

culture as a method of expressing local social histories through the performative role of gender;32 and 

                                                
25 S. Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 144-148. & E. Freeman, Time Binds, 40-42. 
26 S. Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 144. 
27 R. Lorenz, ed., Not Now! Now! Chronopolitics, Art and Research (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014). Not Now! Now! Was an 
exhibition and conference that focused on practitioners such as Kenneth Anger, Sharon Hayes and various artists who 
consider time from a queer perspective. Veils, omission and re-performance became strategies in which to encounter and 
negotiate the past. The exhibition also outlined various critical strategies for engaging time, eschewing institution 
requirements for evidence.  
28 Ibid.  
29 Claire Bishop has stated in her blog both an ‘othering’ of the past in contemporary art practice and the pervasive 
aesthetic characteristic of this research is related to new museology. Bishop states: ‘What all of this work has in common is 
firstly, that it sees Modernism as a thing of the past.’ Bishop describes the aesthetic of this research as ‘research-based 
art’: vitrine heavy installations, less interested in form than in connections.’ 
C. Bishop, “How Did We Get So Nostalgic For Modernism?,” Foto_Museum (blog), 
https://www.fotomuseum.ch/en/explore/stillsearching/articles/26960_how_did_we_get_so_nostalgic_for_modernism  
(accessed 27 November, 2017) 
30 C. Dinshaw, Getting Medieval: Sexualities and Communities Pre- and Postmodern (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999) 
1. 
31By considering the theoretical work on spectrality by Jacques Derrida in relation to the work of Avery F. Gordon on 
haunting, Freccero engages with spectrality to conceptualise how the past haunts present and how one can make contact 
with its forces. C. Freccero, Queer/ Early/ Modern, p. 15, 1 and 85.  
32 S. Farrier, “That Lip-Synching Feeling: Drag Performance as Digging Up the Past,” in Queer Dramaturgies: International 
Perspectives on Where Performance Leads Queer, eds. Alyson Campbell and Stephen Farrier (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016) 192-209. 
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touching and feeling history as something emphatically linked to the experience of a body, how it 

moves and is oriented in the present.33 The implication of the body in historical enquiries and its 

affective, embodied connection to the past, has become the method and mechanism of the project, a 

contingent tool of desire through which I have re-traced elements of social space constituted by gay 

men of the past. This performativity is aligned with re-tracing and re-encountering the ‘lost’ object in 

the present that which has been written out of social space in its generational re-production. 

 

The body thus becomes a tool and an object of focus, a phenomenologically palpable centre that feels 

the past and can act as an object that engages and re-formulates the possibilities of the discipline of 

historical research. In her book Time binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories, American queer 

theorist, Elizabeth Freeman, considers a bodily encounter with history in the present. The body in 

Freeman’s work becomes a ‘tool and method’ for engaging with a ‘historical consciousness’, one that 

is ‘intimately involved with corporeal sensations’.34  To enact a bodily engagement with history forms 

a methodological approach Freeman calls an ‘erotohistoriography’. Freeman’s ‘erotohistoriography’ 

draws into the frame of historical research the time-based arts of performance, film and installation as 

disciplines that engage with historical material from the past and also act as a process that encounters 

‘the lost object’ ‘already in the present’.35  Freeman’s ‘erotohistoriography’ draws on the body and its 

material, leaky, libidinal and corporeal predilections to consider how the past intersects with our 

phenomenological experience of space. The subjective, affective responses to historical material come 

to constitute a form of materialist historical research. As Freeman states: 

 

 

 

                                                
33 ‘to take seriously that “a loving grasp of details… produces affective histories” entails thinking that a bodily motion (a 
grasp, a clutch, a refusal to let go) might have something to do with knowing and making history — with continuities, 
contacts, and contradictions among past, present and future — through both physical sensation and emotional response’ 
Freeman, Time Binds, xxvi. & Dinshaw discusses the notion of ‘touching history’ through a reference to Roland Barthes 
concept of the ‘Punctum’ and the photograph as an ‘experiential order’. Carolyn Dinshaw, Getting Medieval, 48-53.  
34 E. Freeman, Time Binds, 96. 
35 Ibid. 3. 
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Erotohistoriography admits that contact with historical materials can be precipitated by 

particular bodily dispositions, and that these connections may elicit bodily responses, even 

pleasurable ones, that are themselves a form of understanding. It sees the body as a method 

and historical consciousness as something intimately involved with corporeal sensations.36 

 

Throughout Time Binds, Freeman employs narrative and artworks to elucidate how practitioners ‘drag 

up’ and ‘re-animate cultural corpses’37 from the past to construct a ‘counter history of history itself’. 

In Freeman’s theories, the body becomes an open interpenetrated site where time and space coalesce. 

Engaging with histories of social space and materiality, particularly the interior and commercial art of 

window display, the project aims to ‘drag up’ to stage re-worked elements of these historical social 

spaces in the present, proposing that, through an embodied experience in a sculptural installation and 

artistic practice, the past might equally open the present up to scrutiny.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
36 Ibid. 95-96. 
37 Ibid. 72. 
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Fig 4. Jeremy Eaton, Consort (Curtain), 2017 
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Social Space and Art 
 
 

A historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a present which is not a transition, 

but in which time stands still and has come to a stop. For this notion defines the present in 

which he [she, they] himself is writing history.38 

 
 
The practical exploration of this project is informed by a materialist approach to historical research 

and is situated within a field of contemporary artists that each enact historical research through their 

artistic practice. These artists primarily employ sculpture and installation as a methodological 

approach to create an intersection between histories of social space and contemporary contexts. 

Melbourne based, Australian artist Fiona Abicare; Iranian born, Berlin Based Artists Nairy 

Baghramian; R. H. Quaytman39and Danish artist Henrik Olesen all demonstrate the epistemological 

relevance of an artistic practice and the body in historical enquiries into space. Each artist engages the 

contextual relationship between art, sites of exhibition and display reflecting the ‘value of materialist 

research modes so fundamental to feminist scholarship’.40  

 

The bodily, materialist recourse to history as a method that engages context, simultaneously reflects 

on the politics of space through its emotive and psychological impressions. In her exhibition, 

Americano (2016), Fiona Abicare formed a series of contextual relationships between the site of the 

exhibition, the language of set design and the backstage of old Hollywood. Continuing her 

interrogation of the historical representation of women within the context of art and cinema, Abicare, 

took a less didactic approach in comparison to projects such as ‘Artist Actor, Artist Auteur’ (2014), 

creating a setting that overlaid, like a temporary palimpsest,41 another site over the spaces of gallery, 

                                                
38 Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, 262. 
39 Whilst Quaytman is predominantly a painter, I have considered her practice in relation to this project due to the 
conceptual handling of her work. By framing each exhibited iteration of her paintings as a ‘chapter’ Quaytman establishes 
spatial, material and temporal conditions that orient her painting practice. Each of the paintings in each ‘chapter’ are 
obliquely connected and are developed as context specific explorations of history and geography.  
40 Alyson Campbell, Taking an Affective Approach To ‘Doing’ Queer Histories in Performance, 225. 
41 The notion of palimpsest is figuratively evoked in the project to consider the layering of an installation over a space in 
which it is installed. Traditionally a palimpsest consists of a manuscript that has had a piece of writing super-imposed on 
top of it. A palimpsest at once references historical layering and also acknowledges the traces of that which has been 
written over. 
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Sarah Scout Presents. The work drew on and imagined the site of the dressing room or the backstage 

of Hollywood sets, impressing upon the spaces of the gallery psychological disruptions in the form of 

sculptural objects. The sculptures comprised of vessels struck by an arrow, a spectral robe and — 

through Abicare’s particular material handlings of bronze, resin and ceramic — heightened a sense of 

surface and the act of perforation.  

 

In Americano, Abicare’s work continued, in a very material way, her investigations into the 

representation of women artists — in cinema and artistic contexts — to inscribe and articulate in 

space the reverberating, psychological palpability of forces pervading space in the present. The 

sculptural work could be said to create a temporary ‘social space’ that re-inscribed a spectral form or 

force, intersecting with the viewer’s bodies, indicating both the enduring conceptualisations of space 

and their social, corporeal and psychological implications. Abicare’s exhibition constituted a form of 

historical research but did not aim to retrospectively frame the past through the language of new 

museology or an archival practice. Alternatively, the setting of Americano generated by Abicare, 

created a performative situation that drew into the frame of the present the enduring, historical 

impressions and narratives felt by a body in space.42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
42 This is differentiated from the ‘Archival Impulse’ as articulated by Hal Foster whereby he elucidates that the dominant 
aesthetic of historiographic research in art is formed by ‘pavilions’ ‘platforms’ and ‘kiosks’. Dieter Roelstraete emphasises 
the ‘Archaeological’ through acts of digging, and archival research and Claire Bishop discusses the pervasion of ‘vitrines’ 
implicit to new museology. Little is the discussion centred on artistic works concerned with history, context specificity and 
the body. Claire Bishop, How Did We Get So Nostalgic For Modernism?, Blog. Dieter Roelstraete, “The Way of The Shovel.” 
E-Flux Journal no. 4 (2009). Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse.” October 110 (2004): 3-22.   
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Fig 5. Fiona Abicare Artist Actor Artist Auteur, 2015 
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Fig 6. Fiona Abicare, Warren Beatty and Desert Eyes, 2016 
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Sculpture and Narrative 
 
 
In her essay, Asocial Sculpture: Community in The Age of The Internet, Jennifer Allen considers 

several ways in which narrative has operated through sculpture. Allen compares the narrative function 

of the fetish object in oral traditions and the literary role of public sculpture in the projection of 

historical narratives.43 Sculptural forms, such as the fetish object, act as a mediator in the relay of oral 

historical narratives and provide a mnemonic function; acting as a physical site of re-collection. The 

narrative of sculpture in urban space has been considered by Allen as ‘literary.’ The syntax of 

sculpture’s placement in urban contexts (monuments and statues) and the social orientation this 

entails, produces social narratives. The narrative capacity of sculpture is taken further when Rosalind 

Krauss discusses Auguste Rodin’s The Gates of Hell (1880-1917). Krauss discusses the way in which 

the large relief challenges the traditional communication of sculptural narrative, by focusing on the 

communicative capacity of Rodin’s ‘intelligibility of surfaces.’44 In The Gates of Hell the textural, 

material and idiosyncratic decisions made in the conception of the sculptural work form a narrative 

between the artist, the object, sculpture’s history and the viewer.45  

 

Sculpture also performs a unique allegorical role in space, latently signifying certain behavioural and 

social codes that affect the way we operate within and inhabit those spaces. This can be more 

convivial such as the suggestion made by a sculpture of Bacchus or Dionysius in the garden, marking 

that space as a realm of clandestine and even debaucherous encounters.46 Sculptures can also indicate 

social and political acquiescence indicated by large bronze statues on pedestals standing over the 

public as reminders of the power of the state. Sculptures thus articulate how these narratives affect 

movement, and move us not just figuratively but physically through the way they relay power 

structures and unseen voices.47 

                                                
43 J. Allen, “Asocial Sculpture: Community in The Age of the Internet,” in Sculpture Unlimited, eds. Eva Grubinger and Jörg 
Heiser (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2011), 36-47. 
44 Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1977), 26. 
45 Ibid. 26. 
46 James Hall, The World as Sculpture: The Changing Status of Sculpture from The Renaissance to The Present Day (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1999), 63-65. 
47 Ibid. 116-117. 
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To state that an object ‘contains’, holds or clearly communicates one or multiple narratives, would be 

incorrect; as the narrative role of the object is more often than not to act as a mediator. Sculpture and 

objects become physical manifestations and mnemonic devices that allow for contact with the more 

spectral and elusive form of stories, voice and language. That is not to say that narrative and objects 

are dissociated narrative acting as an extraneous add-on, but that historical narrative and objects 

contingently operate within and across the social field. Some objects communicate narratives more 

readily through their direct, recognisable, representational abilities, whilst other objects appear more 

recalcitrant, subtly and slowly building associations. Contrary to the apparent legibility of 

representation, highly abstract objects also accrue and gain narrative status. For example, a highly 

abstract work by David Smith can be taken as emblematic of post-war, American nationalist agendas 

and can be seen to reflect the social re-investment in masculinity of the time.48 Narrative, as Krauss  

articulates, is also relayed and apprehended by a feeling, moving body when it encounters surfaces, 

tactile appearances and social positions expressing age though decay or history — as in the bullet 

marks found throughout Berlin — or social powers implicit to clean marble columns of neo-classical 

architecture. 

Sculpture and Context 
 
 
As will be elaborated throughout the paper, images and language intersect with my objects to create a 

semantic, relational space that constitutes the final outcome of my research. Within the emergence of 

this space, multiple methods have been enacted, these include: utilising my body to investigate the 

material, shapes and processes inherent to objects shaping specific social spaces; researching and 

considering the material effect of literature throughout the process of this researching; the intersection 

of narrative through a written text and video and the subsequent deployment of these works in a social 

context that acts to consider if and how these objects act on and through the present. The process of 

generating this work has necessarily created contradictions and frissons as the work does not clearly 

elaborate or account for individuals nor does it employ stereotypical forms of homosocial or ‘queer’ 

                                                
48 David Getsy, Abstract Bodies: Sixties Sculpture in the Expanded Field of Gender (London: Yale University Press, 2015.) 43-
52. 
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representation. Rather the final outcome looks to articulate a form of spatial production that aims to 

constitute a propositional ‘lineage’ as a performative gesture elaborated on in the site of exhibition 

and display.49  

 

The contingency between the site of exhibition and display, the sculptural objects and the viewer’s 

body is an integral facet that has been developed throughout the project. In a lecture given in 2012, 

sculptor Nairy Baghramian ambivalently discusses a materialist approach to sculpture, critiquing 

forms of contemporary autonomy by asserting ‘if the idealising view of the idea of a work’s 

autonomy effectively renders that work as subject the structure surrounding the work of art of which 

we are apart come under threat’.50 Thus context must always be considered as a facet of the 

installation of sculptural work. 

 
Baghramian, in her research into interior design histories, has created abstract sculptural responses, 

such as pavilions for designer Janet Laverrier’s work at the Schinkel Pavilion, La Lampe dans 

l’horloge (2008), and sculptural exhibitions with artist Phyllidia Barlow at the Serpentine in 2010. 

Baghramian’s artwork takes a critical route in both the articulation of history through the discipline of 

sculpture and a reflexive consideration of the situation of exhibition and display. In Baghramian’s 

practice the exhibited sculptural work has acted to shift the hierarchies challenging the discrete object 

by focusing on support structures such as frames, exhibition design, and exhibiting the mould rather 

than the cast object. It has also involved installing sculptural objects in marginal spaces, such as 

doorways and foyers. This approach takes the physical structure of the site of exhibition and 

articulates the loaded privileged points of objects within this system; questioning the hierarchies 

established in this process.  

                                                
49 Hall articulates, in a discussion on gender and sexuality on minimalist sculpture, that: ‘the glitter problem’: ‘Often, 
artwork is described as queer when it depicts LGBT subjects of figures, is produced by a self-identified LGBT person, or 
references gay culture through recognizable motifs, references or aesthetics. I call this the glitter problem. Or the leather 
problem. Or the pink-yarn, 1970’s crafts, iconic-diva, glory-hole, pre-AIDS sexuality, post-AIDS sexuality, bodies and body-
parts, blood-and-bodily-fluids problem.”  Please also see Getsy & Doyle, Queer Formalisms, and their discussion pertaining 
to the ‘evidence’ required by institutional bodies to frame and consume queer bodies. Gordon Hall. “Object Lessons: 
Thinking Gender Variance Through Minimalist Sculpture.” Art Journal no. 4 (2013): 46. JSTOR Journals, EBSCOhost. 
Accessed 11 October 2017. Gordon Hall, “Object Lessons: Thinking Gender Variance Through Minimalist Sculpture.” Art 
Journal no. 4 (2013): 46-57. 
50 Nairy Baghramian, “Subjective Histories of Sculpture: Nairy Baghramian,” Vera List Centre video, 4:11, March 19, 2012, 
https://vimeo.com/38803990, last access 15 September, 2017. 
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Fig 7. Nairy Baghramian, Londoner Türsteher (London Bouncer), 2010 
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My sculptural work reflexively retains a relationship to these processes of the discipline and co-opts 

its emergent, relational, narrative qualities in the production of sculptures and their subsequent 

deployment in exhibition contexts. I have positioned my sculptural objects as physical encounters and 

mnemonic evocations; discursive entanglements with queer figures of the past, constituting a space of 

exchange to create a referential palimpsest that connects these figures to the present. The sculptural 

works are installed to consider the social and physical context of display to instantiate a ‘social space’ 

that intersects these histories with the present. The sculptures installed in relation to the viewer’s 

body, embroils that encounter between the viewer and objects as integral to the emergence of 

historical meaning and narrative. I have engaged with social space in a way that does not taxonomise 

individuals or act to revise histories but to talk to a shared sensibility and desire to make a ‘partial 

connection not full identification with homosexual practitioners of the past’. 51  

                                                
51Dinshaw asserts that the knowing self is always partial and stitched together, imperfect therefore able to join another 
without claiming to be another. C. Dinshaw, Getting Medieval, 14, 21, 22 

Fig 8. Nairy Baghramian, Fromage de Tête, 2011 
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Chapter Two: Permission and Trans-Historical Relationality 

 

Most critics agree that Johns and Rauschenberg's finest work grew out of the period 

between 1954 and 1961, a time of intense emotional involvement during which they 

searched together for an alternative to Abstract Expressionist picture-making. 

Rauschenberg once remarked of this moment, "We gave each other permission." 52 The 

statement demands to be taken seriously both in terms of constraints on artistic 

innovation and constraints on homosexual desire, for in the lives of these men, as we 

shall see, the two were correlated.53 

 

What does Permission entail in the context of this remark from Rauschenberg? Was it Permission to 

engage in romantic and sexual activities with someone of the same gender in a climate whereby it was 

illegal and taboo? Or was Rauschenberg referring to the leaps each made in their work throughout this 

period in regards to moving away from the then cumbersome ubiquity of Abstract Expressionism? Or 

could it pertain to the way in which they collaborated on window display commissions for Bonwit 

Teller and Tiffany’s (under the pseudonym of Matson Jones Custom Display) commissioned by Gene 

Moore? What is integral to the notion of permission is how the relationship between the two men 

created a space that allowed for the enactment of activity that otherwise — due to social and cultural 

conditions — were inadmissible.  

 

Homosexuality in America was a national felony up until 1962 and was punishable by long-term 

imprisonment or the death penalty.  It wasn’t until 28th June 1969 that the Stonewall riots — a series 

of palpable protests that set the tone for ensuing gay liberation movements in America and abroad —

took place in New York.54 Prior to, and proceeding, the Stonewall riots was a climate of general 

suppression, repression and maligning of homosexual relations. This infiltrated all aspects of the 

social scene of America, as post-war American society had amplified the hetero-normative values of 
                                                
52 Calvin Tomkins, Off the Wall: Robert Rauschenberg and the Art World of Our Time, (New York: Doubleday & Company 
Inc. 1980), 118. 
53 Jonathan Katz, “The Art of Code: Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg,” Significant Others: Creativity and Intimate 
Partnerships, eds. Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle De Courtivron. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993), 190. 
54 Richard Meyer, Outlaw Representation: Censorship and Homosexuality in 20th Century American Art (Michigan: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 161. 
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American life, aiming to counter the rising swell of women’s rights after female employment 

throughout WW2.55 The swell of social ‘corrections’ took on the form of a resurgence of traditional 

roles and aimed at both valorising the masculine values that aided in suppressing women and acted to 

further malign any activity that sat outside of this social scripting, including homosexuality. 56 

 

The art world of the 1950s was not immune to nor was it a social haven from this social constriction. 

The legendary Cedar Tavern, with its reputation as a romanticised male hang-out spot frequently 

became the site of physical brawls, (Pollock ripping off the bathroom door and throwing it at Franz 

Kline) often due to philosophical differences.57 It was a scene that set the tone of the dominant male 

artist, physically brute as well as intellectually superior.58 A space indicative of the art scene that was 

satirised by poet Frank O’Hara and Larry Rivers in their play Kenneth Koch: A Tragedy, in which 

Pollock struts into the bar and refers to O’Hara and Rivers as ‘those fags’.59 This social scene 

dominated by the abstract expressionists such as Willem De Kooning, Franz Kline and Phillip Guston, 

found their pop-cultural apotheosis in Jackson Pollock, a poster boy, who had spreads in magazines 

such as Life Magazine and could be seen as the pinnacle of both a ‘male artist’ and the high-versus-

low art divisiveness that was then desperately signalling the end of high modernism.60 His masculine 

images were co-opted to become emblematic of the new, heroic, masculine post-war American 

painter and propagated audacious proclamations as Pollock self-declared ‘I am nature’.61 62 

                                                
55 A. Perchuk. “Pollock and Post-war Masculinity,” in The Masculine Masquerade: Masculinity and Representation. eds. 
Andrew Perchuk and Helaine Posner, (Cambridge Mass: The MIT Press, 1995) 31-42. 
56 Ibid. 42. 
57 Sooke, Alistaire. “Pollock Was Not a Good Drunk: Secrets of the Abstract Expressionists.” The Telegraph, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/art/artists/pollock-was-not-a-good-drunk-secrets-of-the-abstract-expressioni/ last access 28 
October, 2017. 
58 A. Perchuk, Pollock and Postwar Masculinity. 31. ‘…postwar period’s masculine archetypes are readily apparent: the 
rebel, the tortured soul, the alcoholic or heavy drinker…’ 
59 L. Rivers and F. O’Hara, “Kenneth Koch: A Tragedy,” in Amorous Nightmares of Delay, ed. Frank O’Hara. (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1978), 121-132. 
60 A. Perchuk, Pollock and Post-war Masculinity. 
61 Krasner, Lee. Interview with Dorothy Gees Seckler, Oral History Interview with Lee Krasner, 1964.  
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-lee-krasner-12507 Last access 2 November, 2017. 
62 This climate has come to effect/affect history and its writing in many ways. This has form hierarchies that have acted to 
marginalise bodies that did not hold the dominant position at the time. Contemporary artists, curators and writers for the 
last 20 years have been endeavouring to recover and challenge the dominant and eclipsing modernist myopia this has 
portended. Highlighting the omission of different ethnic groups, women, non-binary gendered people and homosexuals 
from modernism. This has included Griselda Pollock researching figures such as Mary Cassatt, and retrospective exhibitions 
of the exhilarating painterly works of Lee Krasner in 1984. Smaller yet notable explorations have included Lachlan 
Philpott’s investigation into Eugenia Fellini, a trans-gendered woman in Australia at the beginning of the 20th Century.  
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Windows 
 
 
Post-war proto-pop artist’s Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg were romantically involved 

throughout the period of 1954-1961, prior to gay liberation movements amidst the ubiquity of 

Abstract Expressionism and its attendant social constrictions.63 Throughout the period of their 

relationship the two men developed their signature styles as they worked together to overcome the 

stranglehold of Abstract Expressionism and its constricting, associated masculinity.64 Unique artists of 

this time, Johns and Rauschenberg were a palpable two-person movement; together they laid the 

foundation for pop-art and contributed to the development of conceptual art, ironically reflecting on 

the posturing of Abstract Expressionism.65  

 

Whilst the significant effect John’s and Rauschenberg had on each other’s work is discussed in 

multiple texts, the omission of their relationship from biographical and contextual accounts of their art 

work is conspicuous. The first serious institutional consideration of their romantic involvement did not 

come about until as recent as 2010 in the exhibition Hide/Seek at the National Portrait Gallery in 

Washington, USA. Whilst queer historians and theorists have engaged with and discussed the salient 

presence of the two artists sexuality in their work this gesture is often actively disregarded as ‘over 

reading’, a critique by homogenous art historical bodies that has acted to domesticate homosexuality 

and queer investigations of art and their historical and social contexts.66 A tactic of reading that David 

Getsy and Jennifer Doyle see as implicit to the coded yet salient languages and gestures of many 

homosexual practitioners of the past.67 

 

                                                
63 J. Katz, Significant Others, 189. 
64 Kenneth E. Silver, ‘Modes of Disclosure: The Construction of Gay Identity and The Rise of Pop Art,’ in Hand-Painted POP: 
American Art in Transition 1955-62. Ed. Russel Ferguson (New York: Rizzoli International Publications, 1992) 179-202. 
65 Ibid. And Jonathan D. Katz, Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture (Washington: Smithsonian Books, 
2010) 38-41. 
66 Henrik Olesen, interview by Luigi Fassi, Mousse Magazine, http://moussemagazine.it/articolo.mm?id=75, 2008 last 
accessed 12 October, 2017. ‘Meaning that most researchers of non-dominant social groups and sub-cultural practices 
must, as a matter of principle, interpret what cannot be found.’  
67 ‘Johns and Rauschenberg are in the curious position of being understood as a pair but not a couple. Yet they were a 
couple, and the rather obvious silences, ellipses, and omissions that permeate the usual accounts of their history make no 
sense unless arrayed against an insistent and damaging homophobia.’ J. Katz, The Art of Code, 189.  
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Fig 9. Matson Jones Custom Display, 
Window Display at Tiffany & Co. 1956 
 

Fig 10. Matson Jones Custom Display, 
Window Display at Tiffany & Co. 1957 
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Throughout the period of their relationship the only creative works the two artists directly 

collaborated on were a series of window displays developed under the pseudonym Matson Jones 

Custom Display commissioned by Gene Moore for stores Bonwit Teller and Tiffany’s.68 The lack of 

discussion of these collaborative displays reflects a maligning of a history that directly implicates the 

two men together, and situates them in a social milieu of commercial artists working in window 

display at the time, comprised of predominantly homosexual men and women. Johns and 

Rauschenberg created up to seven window displays throughout this period through which each artists 

contribution became indiscernible from the other in the final displays.69  

 

The window displays were developed concurrently to their proto-pop works, between the years of 

1956-58.70 Writer and exhibition researcher from the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Jackie Dunn 

acknowledges the prejudices that spurred the adoption of the pseudonym of Matson Jones. Dunn 

articulates that men operating in the commercial arts were maligned and pejoratively described as 

‘camp’, ‘effete’ and ‘window decorator types’.71 This attitude was something that Johns and 

Rauschenberg were well aware of and it affected their negotiations of the art-world. Rauschenberg 

stated that it contributed, in part, to the end of their relationship:  

 

                                                
68 G. Moore, J. Goldman and R. Eisenstein, eds. Windows at Tiffany’s: The Art of Gene Moore. (New York: Harry N. Abrams 
INC., 1980), 60-61. And C. Tomkins, Off the Wall, 111-113. 
69 Whilst it could be argued that Johns and Rauschenberg collaborated on Rauschenberg’s painting combine Short Circuit 
(1955), the work was not made by the two artist, as Susan Weil and Johns amidst others were invited to contribute a work 
to the combine. The Flag that Johns did give to Rauschenberg was subsequently stolen (date unknown) and a replacement 
Flag was commissioned by the appropriation artist Sturtevant.  
70P. Tomkins, Off the Wall, p. 113-114: ‘Actually, the ideas they came up with were the product of two mutually interactive 
and clever minds that most of the time it was impossible to say which one had originated them.’And ‘Considering 
Rauschenberg’s love of materials and his boundless curiosity, it is no surprise that aspects of their commercial work began 
to turn up in his serious painting. He began to use aluminium as a collage element... having discovered the possibility of 
gold leaf in Gene Moore’s workshop, he made a series of gold-leaf collages…’  
71 ‘The latter didn’t use their own names and worked under the collaborative name ‘Matson Jones’, for fear of tarnishing 
their reputations as avant-garde artists – and, probably, for fear of revealing their homosexual identities. (‘Window 
dressing’ for the feminised world of shopping was considered effete, a ‘camp’ activity done by gay men – though Warhol 
never minded owning his work.)’Dunn, Jackie. “Who’s That Artist in the Window?,” Art Stuff: Art Gallery of New South 
Wales (blog), Art Gallery of New South Wales, March 16, 2012, https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/blog/posts/artist-in-
the-window/ (accessed 28 October, 2017.)Richard Meyer, Outlaw Representation: Censorship and Homosexuality in 20th 
Century American Art (Boston: Beacon Press, 2002), 108-115. 
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Socially. What had been tender and sensitive became gossip. It was sort of new to the art 

world that the two most well-known, up and coming studs were affectionately involved.72  

 

These spaces of commercial art, counter to the masculinist space of artistic scenes, acted to allow 

certain homo-social and creative agencies to come to the fore. Richard Meyer describes these spaces 

as ‘…not simply a matter of individual desire or personal preference but also spaces of social and 

artistic exchange, of friendship networks and shared creative sensibilities.’73 The field of commercial 

art became sites of convivial, social opportunities, creating communities formed primarily between 

gay men. Endearingly, in an early illustration by Andy Warhol whilst he worked predominantly in 

graphic design and window trimming, Warhol illustrates a series of gold gilt shoes naming each shoe 

after the men of his professional and social milieu. Each man listed in the drawing becomes a camp 

illustration suggestively occupying the same closet together. These commercial spaces, as Warhol’s 

and many of Matson Jones’ displays demonstrated, allowed for certain sensibilities to come to the 

fore, relationships to be enacted and creative tendencies to be explored. Whilst working within these 

fields Rauschenberg and Johns created whimsical and fantastical displays that symbolically and 

allegorically implicated their bodies. These displays sat distinct from, yet had connections to, their 

proto-pop work.  

 

The curious omission of these displays from history reflects at once the climate of the American art 

scene and prejudices against ‘window decorator types’ and the masculinist division between the ‘high 

arts’ and lowly ‘commercial arts’. The use of the pseudonym reflected the social repression Johns and 

Rauschenberg were responding to, yet enabled the two men, through the use of a coded visage, to 

negotiate social prejudices, creating images and objects together that demonstrate, in physical form, 

one of the many ways they gave each other ‘permission.’  

 

 

                                                
72 Paul Taylor, “Robert Rauschenberg: I Can’t Even Afford My Work Anymore,” Interview, vol. 20, no. 12, 1990. 
73 R. Meyer, Outlaw Representation, 119. 
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Permission 
 

Time, becomes itself a resource for subject and community formation and materially engaged 

coalition building. By using this concept of making relations with the past we realize a 

temporal dimension of the self and of community building.74 

  
Permission as an idea has been extended into the project as a consideration for both the relational 

capacity of certain social and creative spaces and to consider if the concept of ‘permission’, shared 

between men of the past, can extend into the present. The term ‘permission’ uttered by Rauschenberg 

describes the way the two men, in the context of the 1950s, gave each other physical and 

psychological admission to enact ways of being and doing through their relational entwining. As a 

relational concept Rosalind Krauss suggests permission as a notion that allowed artists discussed in 

her essay Sculpture in the Expanded Field a sense of agency to enact gestures and take artistic leaps 

beyond modernist sculptural autonomy.75 Hints of permission also pervade the way in which 

American artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres discussed how his work was made for an audience of one his 

partner Ross Laycock.76 Gonzalez-Torres’ work resulted in powerful, emotional and political 

indictments of social systems that were at the time systemically ignoring the AIDs epidemic. This 

relational, emotive and creative exchange is a necessary facet of homosexual experiences of space, as 

Jonathan Katz describes when discussing Johns and Rauschenberg’s relationship where ‘[w]ith no 

social roles to fall into, no models to pattern their expectations on, Johns and Rauschenberg were 

forced to negotiate every aspect of their lives together.’77  

 

The relationality becomes a communal space, that enables and permits social groups to enact relations 

and determine how they would like to set up spaces, organise families and develop genealogies. 

                                                
74 C. Dinshaw, Getting Medieval, 21. 
75 “It seems fairly clear that this permission [emphasis mine] (or pressure) to think the expanded field was felt by a number 
of artists at about the same time, roughly between the years 1968 and 1970. For, one after another Robert Morris, Robert 
Smithson, Michael Heizer, Richard Serra, Walter De Maria, Robert Irwin, Sol LeWitt, Bruce Nauman . . . had entered a 
situation the logical conditions of which can no longer be described as modernist.” Rosalind Krauss, "Sculpture in the 
Expanded Field." October (1979): 41. (accessed October 19, 2017) 
76 Robert Nickas. "Felix Gonzalez-Torres: All the Time in the World." Flash Art International 39, (January 2006): 91. Art & 
Architecture Source, EBSCOhost (accessed October 31, 2017).  
77 J. Katz, The Art of Code, 191. 
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Permission acts as an alternative genealogical concept that begins to operate across time and it is 

something I have proposed in the development of prints to allow for gestures — aesthetic, material 

and political — to consider how ‘history sustains, protects, enables, [and] enacts love’78  79 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
78 Dinshaw, Getting Medieval, 46. 
79 The windows resonate with future works created by Johns and, especially, the combine installations of Rauschenberg. 
Also, the fact that they were made together by two iconic artists also seems an odd omission. These works also fetch 
comparatively low amounts at auction as they are not the ‘artworks’ of the artists but ‘lesser’ commercial objects This 
indicates the focus and parochial attention of an art historical canon that substantiates hierarchies. A series of sculptures 
created by Matson Jones Custom Display sold in 2005 for USD $10,925 in comparison to a painting purchased by the MET 
in the same year to the value of USD $15,000,000 
http://catalogue.swanngalleries.com/asp/fullCatalogue.asp?salelot=2057+++++223+&refno=++564530&saletype= & 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/11/18/arts/design/the-met-purchases-a-rauschenberg-painting.html (accessed October 
15,2017) 

Fig 11. Matson Jones Custom Display, Jasper Johns Blue Ceiling, 1955 
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Permission: A Ground to Move Across  

 

The concept of ‘permission’ derived from the relational way gay men created a space for themselves, 

and its broader implications in the development of certain styles and creative modes, has become a 

foundational conceptual tool in the generation of a series of prints, titled Permissibility. Utilising UV 

exposure dye that I had previously employed in the creation of silk curtain works (Figure 4), these 

prints extended the indexical and performative process of the temporal characteristics implicit to the 

process of making the silk works. The use of the dye mirrors a large UV exposed print, Jasper Johns 

Blue Ceiling (1955) (Figure 11), created by Johns and Rauschenberg for Bonwit Teller. The images 

utilised in the prints are comprised of altered photos of windows created by Johns and Rauschenberg 

collated through research. The prints act as a rubric and homage, containing references to research 

material lifted from publications, online content and email exchanges with people who own the 

works. The prints implicate the actions of research: sifting through books, developing a scaffold 

through images and forming relations between them. In this process one has discerned the particular 

material quality formed by these gestures and encounters. A space progressively begins to get formed 

in one’s head and certain elements of these spaces take on a weight and materiality.  

 

The weight and materiality of the ‘literature’ that I have been investigating is akin to a concept 

presented by Jennifer Doyle as she discusses Walt Whitman’s initial editions of Leaves of Grass. 

Doyle states that Whitman’s initial 1855 publications of Leaves of Grass, comprised of a tactile 

embossed green leather edition is meant to be fondled. Whitman worked on revisions of this book as 

long as he was alive and across all of the book’s editions you will find an awareness of the book as a 

material object embedded into his writing ‘[w]hoever you are, holding me now in hand.’ Doyle 

articulates that ‘Queer readings of Whitman have taken us, interestingly, to considering his 

relationship to publication itself as part of his poetic practice: each edition of Leaves of Grass is a 

living thing, a manifestation of the poet’s desire and an occasion for intimacy.’80  

                                                
80 J. Doyle and D. Getsy. “Queer Formalisms: Jennifer Doyle and David Getsy in Conversation.” Art Journal no. 4 (2013), 58.  
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Fig 12. Jeremy Eaton, Permissibility #3, 2017 
 

Fig 13. Jeremy Eaton, Permissibility #1, 2017 
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Re-photographing images of the works of Matson Jones and then making them into transparencies 

forms the basis for the prints. The images are then printed with coloured inks on canvas that are 

exposed in the sun at my home, giving them a particular spatial and performative character. The 

unexposed ink is then washed out in my bathroom. The resultant images are embedded within the 

canvas as sensorial mappings of certain histories, re-iterated, echoed and traced. They act like 

upholstery and also reference the faded covers of fabric bound books. The images, reliant on light, 

also talk to a window or aperture: the way light fills and infiltrates a space, or a window display, 

moving over an image to reveal its content, a presence which, prior to this illumination, is 

unsubstantiated.  

 

Through the development of the prints I was thinking specifically about the notion of permission and 

how the images, the canvas and dyes form a ‘site’ that I can move across. Engaging the surface of the 

prints and aesthetic processes expresses my own agency in relation to the histories present in the 

images. They become a ground, a foundation. The colouring, line work and insertion of tape or 

decorative elements become a homage and celebration of the way Johns and Rauschenberg gave voice 

and constituted spaces that expressed and allowed for homosexual relations to come to the fore. They 

also indicate new agential capacities and their necessary contingent underpinnings when making an 

artwork. Printed on canvas they become thought objects and meditations to think through different 

approaches to spaces, elements of interiors and also how certain ‘public displays’ in social space 

legitimated the arenas where bodies could find agency constituting spaces together.   

 

The prints and material research into the work of Matson Jones, attempts through image and 

materiality to connect my body to homosexual practitioners of the past. I look to the window displays 

as tableaux that, behind their surface appearance, the relationships between two men and further 

situates Johns and Rauschenberg in commercial arts scene, whereby gay men found respite from the 

masculinist spaces of the art-world. These prints don’t necessarily aim to frame all of this history but, 

through my use of the imagery and building on their surface creates a diagrammatic space. To 

considers how art, the hand and engagement with historical literature allows for agency afforded by 
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historical forebears. articulating how those aspects of social space can be re-mapped in the present. 

Permission thus becomes a voice that allows one to enact certain gestures across time and, like these 

movements and men that worked to support each other, it is what they enacted historically 

contributing to the agency one has today, to enact gestures and ways of being that were previously 

socially unacceptable. 
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Chapter Three: Impoverished Luxury and the Queer Space of 

Installation 

 
I like to insist on the difference between exterior and interior architecture. The interior 

room has always been a space, for women for divas and dandies, for outsiders, for 

homos to retreat, to make a place for themselves.81  

 

Alongside my engagement with the work of Matson Jones Custom Display I have investigated the 

interior, specifically through the work of Jean-Michel Frank, a French interior designer born in Paris 

in 1895 and who grew to prominence early in the 20th century. Frank was loosely associated with the 

surrealists, yet retained the status of a peripheral member due to the latent homophobia of André 

Breton and the surrealist group in general.82 This outsider status is articulated in Pierre-Emmanuel 

Martin-Vivier’s extensive publication on Frank, as inextricable from understanding his predilections 

and admonitions in the process of creating his interiors.83 Frank developed interior spaces that have 

been described as a form of ‘impoverished luxury’, or, rooms that ‘no-one lived in.’ Despite Frank’s 

interiors being embraced by upper class Parisian society and artistic benefactors, his work challenged 

many preceding bourgeoisie tastes.84 Frank’s approach to the interior reflected a ‘deliberate defying 

[of] established codes’85 in both his reduction of ornamentation and his use of uncommon materials 

such as shagreen for furniture surfaces and parchment as wall coverings. This shifted spatial 

hierarchies and altered the temporal experience of his interiors creating a place ‘with no history.’86  

Frank’s penchant for unorthodox materials and his peculiar application of them was a radical 

approach on a formal level that completely ‘eliminated the code of reference that had always  

 
                                                
81 Nairy Baghramian, interview by Dominic Eichler, Mousse Magazine, 
http://moussemagazine.it/articolo.mm?id=91, 2009. 
82 Edouard Roditi. "The Homophobia of André Breton." Christopher Street 10, no. 5 (July 1987): 17. Supplemental Index, 
EBSCOhost (accessed October 18, 2017). 
83 Pierre- Emmanuel Martin-Vivier. Jean-Michel Frank: The Strange and Subtle Luxury of the Parisian Haute-Monde in the 
Art Deco Period. (New York: Rizzoli International Publications Inc., 2008), 54-56. 
84 Ibid. 266. 
85 ibid. 274. 
86 Ibid. 267. 
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Fig 14. Jean-Michel Frank, Marcel Rocha’s Living room, circa 1930 
 

Fig 15. Jean-Michel Frank, Frank’s Bedroom, 1930 
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dominated the fields of interior design and architecture.’87 This shifting of codes also challenged the 

gendering of the interior, overriding the masculine/feminine dichotomy that pervaded interior design 

at the time. Frank problematised how the furnishings and ornamental objects which maintained the 

binary divide of the interior between the masculinist dining room and hallways, and the feminine 

bedrooms and drawing rooms.88   

 

The feeling of being ‘out of time’ and the deconstruction of design codes in Frank’s work is largely 

attributed by Vivier as entangled with Frank’s openness about his homosexuality. Frank would have 

encountered palpable prejudices that at the time were extremely pervasive across artistic and social 

culture. Despite Frank’s collaborative outings with many surrealists such as Salvador Dalí and 

Alberto Giacometti, he only maintained a peripheral role in the surrealist group; a social milieu that 

Breton discerned reflected the ‘reciprocity of heterosexual love.’89 Shifting the hierarchies of the 

interior, Frank’s work pre-supposes alternative forms for considering how gender or sexuality might 

be re-oriented in spatial practice. Frank’s apathy directed toward the social hierarchies of materials 

and their arrangement has had a profound effect on my project, work and thinking about spaces. The 

fact that Frank’s spaces seem to act as interiors ‘with no history’, feels like a divergence from the 

genealogical developments of spaces based on religious, heterosexual traditions and the associated 

‘correct’ forms of coupledom. Frank’s interiors move closer towards a queer, secular re-orientation of 

the spatial order that feels political in its motivations. 

Interior 
 
 
Jean-Michel Frank’s electrifying challenges to the codes of the interior and his re-orienting of the 

language of interior design reflects, in part, an attitude which can be attributed to idiosyncratic ways 

of conceptualising homosocial lineages of social space. Frank’s work materially and spatially 

engenders a challenge to the way a body might respond to the ‘script’ of space. The ‘script,’ as 

                                                
87 Ibid. 275. 
88 Kinchin, Juliet, “Interiors: Nineteenth-Century Essays on the ‘Masculine’ and ‘Feminine' Room,” in Intimus: Interior 
Design Theory Reader, eds. Mark Taylor and Julieanna Preston. (Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd. 2006), 168-172. 
89 J. Hall, The World as Sculpture, Andre Breton quote, 313. 
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articulated by Sara Ahmed is the generational constricting forces that determine ‘correct’ forms of 

behaviour.90 Nairy Baghramian discusses the importance of the interior to social histories of women 

and homosexuals stating: 

  

Historically, access to the public sphere has been denied to women and gay men in 

numerous ways, whether they were not allowed to vote or had to hide their sexual 

orientation. So, it’s important to discuss the politics of interior design.91    

 

The interior lends itself more readily to this exploration and deconstruction due to the way its social 

history has been more closely embroiled as a space of agency for gay men and women.  

 

This politic involves at once the relegation of particular bodies to particular spaces and the hierarchies 

formed in the process of this relegation. The relegation of bodies acts to create spaces of agency, and 

the interior becomes a space whereby figures such as Frank were able to propositionally re-calibrate 

the hierarchies of spatial organisation. The interior as ‘a space, for women for divas and dandies, for 

outsiders, for homos to retreat, to make a place for themselves’ was not the closet, in that it was not 

a space where a ‘true homosexual-self resides’ but rather it was an attempt to create space where 

‘private desire and public self were integrated, where all one’s experiences could be invoked and 

unified’.92 Frank expressed this through a spare, materially driven challenge to preceding tastes that 

reflected his own discomfort with the strictures of design, preferring instead the essentials of a room, 

peculiar materials and a good chair in which to smoke.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
90 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 149-152. 
91 Heiser, Jorg. Interview with Nairy Baghramian. Room to Live: Frieze Magazine. Issue 131 May, 2010. 
https://frieze.com/article/room-live (accessed 22 October, 2017) 
92 Michael Hatt. “Space, Surface, Self: Homosexuality and the Aesthetic Interior.” Visual Culture in Britain 8, no. 1 (2007), 
105. (accessed 15 October, 2017) 
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Fig 16. Jeremy Eaton, Smoking Stand, 2016/17 
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The Frame of the Gallery and Sculptural Markings 

 
Within the project, I have developed a position that perceives the physical and conceptual frame of 

the gallery as integral to the reception, experience and understanding of the sculptural work installed 

in the gallery space. Questioning the sculptural autonomy of objects, I have aimed to relationally 

implicate the viewer’s body, with the space and objects, as a method for forming historical meaning 

through what is apprehended in the formation of those relations. As previously articulated, the work 

of Fiona Abicare utilises the social space of the gallery, figuratively and literally, to unravel 

underlying tensions, codes and psychological impressions felt by a body within that space. Whilst 

Abicare focuses on the psychological affect these histories have on the body in relation to spaces, 

Berlin based artist Henrik Olesen, in his self-titled exhibition at OTTO (1999), utilised sculpture to 

deconstruct the codes of space. Olesen’s exhibition at OTTO inserted a series of awkward, highly 

provisional sculptural ‘markings’ in accordance with the gallery’s architecture that both highlighted 

and digressed from certain hierarchies established within the space. The catalogue release of Olesen’s 

exhibition stated that the works: 

 

… emphasized that context cannot be neutral and further that the surrounding architectural and 

social space influences the perception and experience of the art-object. Taking as his point of 

departure, the geometry of the exhibiting rooms as well as a traditional, historical division of the 

interior as being feminine and the exterior as masculine, Henrik Olsen has made a series of 

asymmetrical markings. These mix and comment on the problems that concern sexuality and the 

categorization of family and gender.93 

 

What Abicare and Olesen articulate is that sculptural marks and infractions into the frame and 

conventions of the site of exhibition act to critique and re-orient the power relations and underlying 

codes implicit in the physicality of architectural space. I propose that their approach ‘queers’ space by 

propositionally and performatively establishing ephemeral incursions into the built structures that 

                                                
93 “Henrik Olesen at OTTO,” 1999, on Exhibitions by OTTO http://www.artnode.org/hosted/otto/exhib/henrik/index.html 
(accessed 30 October, 2017) 
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accommodate, or deny certain bodily predilections. Sculpture is employed in both of these instances 

as an arbiter between the experience of the body and architecture, channelling the narratives of history 

through markings that highlight its latent forces. The performative and ephemeral mediation that 

sculpture provides for social space allows for a digression from its instrumental and utilitarian role, 

heightening the emotional and social resonances that a body subconsciously apprehends and carries 

with them through their spatial occupation.  

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 17. Henrik Olesen, Henrik Olesen, Installation View, 1999 
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Installation 
 

In the installation, Untitled (2016) I installed sculptural works that were arranged and developed 

specifically for the space where they were to be critiqued. The installation was an early test of the 

sculptural material I had developed, to consider how they could relationally intersect with the spatial 

context in which they were installed. The works consisted of a piece of bronze bamboo installed over 

a blue stain on the ground, a provisional steel sculpture, and two silk fabric works strewn across two 

windows. Each of the objects made light contact with the edges of the space, acting to articulate a 

sensation of touch and contingency through an acuity and focus on the physical interface the 

sculptures had in relation to the room. Thinking temporally about the specific time of the critique, 

early on a Monday morning, the ambient elements such as the diffuse natural light became an integral 

factor within the installation. All of the shutters over the windows were open and no artificial light 

was utilised, creating a vacant ambience. Each object in the installation had been developed slowly 

over a period of time in response to elements of Jean-Michel Frank’s interiors, utilising the printing 

technique derived from the window displays created by Matson Jones Custom Display. The work 

formed a palimpsest, layering material elements and histories, deploying references that began to 

form a space. The wan fragility of the objects had a palpable sense of edge, touch, deep-time: notions 

of a ‘threshold’ dominated the ensuing discussion. Despite the abstraction of the work, a contingent 

interior of physical relations had managed to be articulated through the intersection of partial objects, 

bringing the room and body into focus on a singular plane. That these were attempting to bridge and 

connect with bodies across time, in this instance, was only peripherally inferred. 

 

The bronze bamboo, Consort (2016), had been developed in response to a gilded bamboo cage and 

occasional table design featuring bronze bamboo legs, developed by Frank. During the process of 

making the bamboo I had been considering line, the material history of bronze in terms of 

monumental public statuary and the predominantly vertical orientation of these figures. By not 

making the bamboo into a table and by re-orienting the bronze onto the ground I had aimed for it to  
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Fig 18. Jeremy Eaton, Consort (Bamboo), 2016 
 

Fig 19. Jeremy Eaton, Untitled, 2016 
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retain, to a degree, a sense of its materiality. This was undertaken to reflect on my own subjective role 

in the creation of the work and to allow for my hand and process to be implicit in its reading. The 

bronze referenced the apparent permanence and nationalist use of the material, indicative of its 

relationship with urban space. I had aimed through a reference to a motif of Art Deco and the work of 

Frank to shift this hierarchy — emphasising an interior — to generate a counter position by laying it 

horizontally on the ground.94 The bronze object appealed to me as an abstract, exposed and highly 

intimate body, the delicacy of its silver solder welds affecting my chest as it lay in a state of respite in 

the blue-grey early morning light.  

 

The bronze works refer to the material history and its attendant associations intersecting elements of 

the sculptural discipline with literary and historical narrative, taking the public language of statuary to 

create a domestic reclining body. This has been an attempt at making contact with queer figures of the 

past through the material and social conditions implicit to the medium, acting to relationally intersect 

with the viewers body and the space in which it is installed to create emotional resonances. 

 

Throughout the project I have returned to the motif of the bronze bamboo, making several lengths that 

are also intended to rest horizontally on the ground. A two-piece sculptural work, titled Sleepers 

(2017) consists of two objects that lay together. The bronze sculptures are like spines or vertebrae and 

have taken on an anthropomorphic character. This figurative inflection speaks to a desire to make the 

presence of a body felt without framing or literally representing that body. The act of abstracting the 

body is undertaken to rescind from forms of representation in order to delimit the delineation of a 

body, rather emphasising a body’s contingency within a social field.  

 

                                                
94 ‘Yet I would submit that we know very well what sculpture is. And one of the things we know is that it is a historically 
bounded category and not a universal one. As is true of any other convention, sculpture has its own internal logic, its own 
set of rules, which, though they can be applied to a variety of situations, are not themselves open to very much change. 
The logic of sculpture, it would seem, is inseparable from the logic of the monument. By virtue of this logic a sculpture is a 
commemorative representation. It sits in a particular place and speaks in a symbolical tongue about the meaning or use of 
that place.’ R Krauss, Sculpture in the Expanded Field, 33.  
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Discussing the withdrawal of visual representation in the poetic work of Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 

Renate Lorenz articulates how Torres established sites of projection, by collapsing syntax, creating 

fields of fantasy through the relations formed via linguistic and physical facets of his work. Lorenz 

discusses how this becomes a queer strategy and can act to outline queer subjectivity without having 

to represent that subjectivity, stating:  

 

The staged spaces [of Gonzalez-Torres’ work] represent the desire for diverse, plural, 

not clearly demarcated affiliations or ‘belongings’ beyond the ideals of a two-gender 

system, heterosexuality, and being an artist and U.S. American. However, they refrain 

from explicitly showing bodies that are meant to represent a deviation from or non-

fulfilment of the norm.95 

 

Whilst Sleepers does not employ the semantic, linguistic play in Gonzalez-Torres works in order to 

articulate a body, they turn to the social underpinnings implicit to the medium of bronze and the social 

history of the discipline of sculpture generating readings through this reflexivity. As Krauss has stated 

‘… a sculpture is a commemorative representation. It sits in a particular place and speaks in a 

symbolical tongue about the meaning or use of that place.’96 The symbolic tongue of sculpture is co-

dependent on its material as: ‘every form carries information about its representational mode—and 

through its very positioning in a contextualized space, also recalls certain ideological presumptions, 

affiliations, and debates.’97 

 

Installed adjacent to the bronze work was a steel sculpture Untitled (2016). Untitled was developed in 

response to the back of a wrought iron chair made by Giacometti for Jean-Michel Frank. The steel 

object leaned casually within the space, on the ground, in proximity to and on the same level as the 

viewers who encountered the object.  

                                                
95 Renate Lorenz, “Bodies without Bodies: Queer Desire as Method”, in, (Ed.) Paul, Barbara and Schaffer, Johanna, 
(Bielefeld: Visuelle Kultur, Kunst und Gender- Politiken: Visual Culture, Art, and Gender Politics, 2009) 152-164. 
96 R. Krauss, Sculpture in the Expanded Field, 33. 
97 Prapoglou, Kostas. Interview with Nairy Baghramian. The Seen, September 20th 2016. http://theseenjournal.org/art-
seen-international/nairy-baghramian-scruff-neck/ (accessed 15 October, 2017) 
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Fig 20. Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled 
(Golden), Installation View, 1995 
 

Fig 21. Jeremy Eaton, Sleepers 2017 
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Its welds were rough and it was read as a bed head evoking the sense of an absent body. Thirdly, in 

the space I had two dyed fabric works. Each piece of fabric had silhouettes of bamboo, cigarettes and 

interior plants printed across the material. The tops of the fabric were sewn and each piece was set 

across the window frame. The fabric pieces only partially acted as curtains as they were unevenly 

hung between the frame, dipping down and touching the floor. The fabric was enlivened by air 

moving into the space through the open windows. The placing of the fabric had been awkwardly set 

with the idea that they were objects ill fitted to their situation. These printed works acted as indexical 

markers as the objects traced by the dye sank into and were impressed upon the weft and weave of the 

silk. The fabric dyed by the same light presently in the space connected the material to several 

temporalities which was outlined by the blue stain on the floor which was derived from the process of 

dying the fabric. Light in these works and the residual stain began to talk about time and, in particular, 

its concurrent effects, acting like an after effect of light hovering under your lids once you close your 

eyes.  

 

During the installation bodies were able to encounter the objects so directly I had hoped to elicit a 

proprioceptive association in them, drawing their sexuality into the process of reading the object. It 

made me think back to a conversation I had had with Nairy Baghramian in regards to my honours 

work where she described the intimacy of my objects and their vulnerability, how they feel so 

exposed she suggested that I build shelters or awnings to protect the sculptures.98 It was as if the 

objects had their own agency and as though a body should not be so revealed and subject to such 

vulnerability. 99 Baghramian highlighted the empathy one feels for an object by identifying human 

characteristics expressed through an objects handing, relation to the body and placement within a 

space.   

 

                                                
98 Nairy Baghramian, personal conversation with author, August, 2012. 
99 ‘Historically, sculpture and performance art have shared this as a fundamental issue. Both rely on the viewer’s 
proprioceptive assessment of their co-presence with the sculpture or performer. Such a staging of relations between 
bodies establishes sexuality’s potential to emerge within those relations. This can even be seen in the evidence of a past 
gesture or act, where the viewer must reconstruct the scene that left its trace, inhabiting the place of the agent that made 
it.’ Getsy & Doyle, Queer Formalisms, 59.   
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The sculptural objects had acted to mediate the experience of the room by evoking certain references 

through the materials employed and their attendant associations. This established an ephemeral social 

space whereby intimacy, touch and facets of time pervaded. The performative nature of the sculptural 

gestures within this space intended to employ elements of sculpture, shifting their language to 

accommodate bodies and forms often side-lined within the discipline. This created an ephemeral 

social space through markings into the spatial situation of the gallery, implicating it as a frame in the 

relaying of certain intimate and material explorations of history.   

 

 

 

Lamps 

 
The lamp installation was developed for a formal critique in 2017. The directives of the critique were 

to set up a professional standard exhibition that would be discussed for an hour. At this interval we 

would read a paper pertaining to our research, and the work would then be discussed in relation to the 

paper. I aimed to use the mechanism of this structure and the discursive component of the critique, 

allowing language to co-mingle with the site of the objects I had created. This was also undertaken 

from a critical perspective as I did not see any of the written or academic research as necessarily 

Fig 22. Jeremy Eaton, Process Image, 2016 
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dissociated from the artwork but rather as a contingent, self-supporting system that was allied in the 

research process. This was to overcome the continued categorisation and reification of the 

autonomous object and the form of the critique, which posited the art object as a silent receptacle or 

repository of information to be de-coded. The text read at this point was a didactic outline of various 

histories in relation to the objects and lacked a poetics in relation to the objects, framing them more 

forcefully.  

 

The objects were comprised of a series of lamps I had made based on designs by Alberto Giacometti, 

spanning the 1920s and 1930s, developed for several of Jean-Michel Frank’s interior designs. Each 

lamp acted to illuminate the next, illuminate the space and to accompany me and illuminate the paper 

that I was subsequently to read. The lamps thus functioned to facilitate the social situation constituting 

an interior, providing both a stage and situation for the ensuing critical discussion of the work through 

the format of the MFA Critique. The objects were décor that engaged the language of high Modernist 

sculpture, reflecting the scatter works of the likes of Robert Morris and Barry Le Va’s. Scattered in 

this instance, the space began to feel more like a share-house or squat, engaging with the minimalist 

use of industrial production and ‘raw’ materiality. I intended to domesticate this material tendency by 

taking the materials of raw steel, plaster, wax —implicit to expanded modes of sculptural production 

— and bringing them back inside. That many of the materials and forms that I employed are not too 

dissimilar to the industrial production of minimalist sculptural practices (preceding the movement by 

40 years in interior design) shifts the trajectory of sculptural history pertaining to its linear writing 

within the 20th century.  

 

The installation of the lamp works reflects on a physical encounter with history by creating a setting 

that co-opted the situational and contextual site of the gallery. Prior to the reading of my paper a 

certain ‘diachrony’ had been read into the work, yet the homosocial content was not arrived at in the 

discussion. The paper, however, articulated this position and spoke to something salient yet not 

revealed in the physicality of the work. This forms both an issue and a critique implicit in the project, 

whereby objects can not necessarily contain or maintain the burden of all of this historical narrative, 
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and that people didn’t recognise that the homosocial element of the work is attributable to the 

stereotypical, institutionally reified form these languages have to take in order to be successfully 

decoded.100 The paper thus became a meditation on the potential implicit, silenced history as that 

which has not been overtly expressed but can be extrapolated by utilising the object as a mediator for 

the relaying of narrative. From this point, I turned to an Edmund White line from his novella 

Forgetting Elena. This text has subsequently formed the basis for a script that has become a ‘subtext’ 

and video that elaborates on several ideas, evoking the narrative potential of the project by gently 

inflecting the objects with a homosocial underpinning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
100 Gordon Hall, Object Lessons, See footnote. 49.  

Fig 23. Jeremy Eaton, Untitled (Lamps), 2017 
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Epilogue: The Red Circle 

 
 “Here.” He hands me a pale-green sheet of paper folded neatly into a triangle, a single pine 

needle pierced through the apex. I open it: no words, only a red circle. If I were to ask Billy what 

it meant he’d only laugh. I, the clever scholar of poetry, the ready wit, not knowing! A single 

needle. A red circle… Perhaps Herbert’s telling me to start raking the grounds of the detached 

residence at Sunrise Tomorrow. Or the needle could be a phonograph stylus and the circle the 

label for a particular record, and the message is excerpted from the words of that song. Or the 

needle suggests sewing, to sew, possibly “So” and the disc is red, which rhymes with bed: “And 

so to bed”—I must retire, this is the hours to come home and sleep. Or the needle stands for 

“pine” and red for my name, which rhymes, “Valentine,” and my heart; he’s telling me that he 

pines for me. Or all of these things. He loves me, his love is enduring, evergreen, but singular, 

only a needle, a sharp, stinging needle in his heart; and I must meet him at dawn beside the 

Detached Residence.101 

 

The above text is an extract from Edmund White’s novella Forgetting Elena (1973). The text 

describes an abstract, graphic poem given to the protagonist Valentine from his associate Herbert, that 

he decodes as an invitation for a tryst. This excerpt has formed the basis of a script that has been 

developed into a video intended to act as a lateral framing device and subtext for the installation. This 

video was the last development in the project and through it I aimed to mix up times, voices and 

different references to ‘complete’ the constellation of the final installation. The desire to do this 

seemed necessitated by the general sense that certain omissions could be perceived in relation to the 

histories and practitioners that had been the catalyst of my sculptural and print based work. Through 

the video I also aimed to loosely situate the homosocial underpinnings spurring the enquiry of the 

project through a consideration of the social life of abstraction as indicated by the excerpt of Edmund 

White text. The video thus behaves like a framing mechanism or ‘signifier’ in the Lefebvre-ian sense 

by shifting the spatial abstraction of the sculptural work, entwining it with representational and 

linguistic content. The video developed, however, is not intended to account for the work or the 
                                                
101 Edmund White, Forgetting Elena (London: Picador Books, 1973), 77. 
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histories I have looked at and utilises fragmentation, quotation and the above literature to draw in 

other people’s voices to share the space with the prints and sculptural work in forming a literary point 

of focus.   

 

The video looks to the way in which Edmund White takes a benign red circle and pine needle as a 

graphic poem and is able to extrapolate from its open abstraction, social and libidinal content. White’s 

poem talks to the way secrets and codes are, historically (and today), initiated by homosexual men, 

and become means to achieve exchanges, making contact with other bodies. This is expressed 

historically by homosexual groups through the Polari and the hanky code, a notion emphasised by 

White as he elicits the salient social and sexual underpinnings of abstraction. The appeal of White’s 

notion to me in the project closely correlates with my own investigation of extracting from the 

abstract fields of space and relationality certain sexual and social characteristics that may or may not 

be present. It turns the field of abstraction into a space of desire, and this desire gets played out 

physically in the world through material and spatial connections. 

 

This text also acts as a form of ‘ventriloquising’ the past, a method that Kenneth E. Silver elaborates 

on in his observations of Jasper Johns paintings. In an essay Modes of Disclosure: The Construction 

of Gay Identity and the Rise of Pop Art, Silver develops a convincing argument in regards to the 

ventriloquism of Johns’ art and the way it produces relations to homosexual forebears which occupy 

his painting through their poetry and the use of their names. Poets such as Hart Crane, Walt Whitman 

and Frank O’Hara are interspersed across his painterly planes and occupy the ambivalent gestural 

work of John’s paintings. Quotation and referencing figures such as Matson Jones, Edmund White 

and Jean-Michel Frank is enacted to open-up these histories so that the viewer may establish ‘some 

kind of relation to them’ as ‘The social space that results is a community — of indiscreet, temporally 

extended, collaborative selves; such a community is contingent and finite.’102  

                                                
102 Dinshaw, Getting Medieval, 171. 
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Conclusion 

 
Throughout the project I have set out to consider how lineages of homosexual social space and its 

associated materialities can be constituted in the present through a sculptural and installation based 

practice. The project has required materialist research into histories to consider how processes and 

approaches to space can reflect on the way homosexual men gave each other permission to enact and 

move between various fields relationally; and allowed for the creation of aesthetics through the 

interior, rejecting preceding design codes. Through the prints developed in relation to the work of 

Matson Jones and the sculptural elements developed in relation to Jean Michel-Frank’s work I have 

channelled their influence through a materialist engagement with the discursive and bodily after 

effects their contributions have entailed.  

 

In the constitution of this space I had to consider the abstract nature of the work and the possible 

omissions formed without the signifying or linguistic relations between the works and their social 

context being articulated. The text extrapolated from Edmund White’s Forgetting Elena and its 

subsequent use in the installation becomes a lateral framing mechanism that does not constrain the 

identities of the figures investigated, but considers this movement between abstraction and desire and 

how these codes and space can be perceived as articulations of the way social space is embroiled with 

sexuality.  

 

The focus of the project has deduced that this lineage appears as ephemeral and performative and 

occurs in the temporary contact between bodies, drawing in their movement, their sexual co-presence 

with the objects and the semantic possibilities of language and historical material articulated through 

these relations. The endeavour has been a personal reflection and has engaged the permission that 

these figures have afforded, acting to extend their presence into the contemporary. What this proposes 

and pre-supposes for historical research is an implicit re-orientation of the research discipline and 

figures that a spatial practice has the capacity to best engage and attend to these lineages. These 

lineages of social space pervade and — despite being written over in the weave of social spaces 
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constant re-production — are insistent, able to be connected with through a bodily orientation that 

chooses to focus on particular past narratives. To touch upon, manoeuvre and articulate this in the 

present is not only an act of love but a process spurred by a desire to reflect on a community as it 

passes fleetingly through the frame of history.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 63 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 
Images from Master of Fine Arts (Research) Exhibition  
Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne, Australia  
December 10th- 15th 2017 All photos courtesy André Piguet 
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Permissibility (Apricot), 2017 
UV exposure dye print on canvas 
 

Permissibility (Moire), 2017 
UV exposure dye print on canvas 
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Permissibility (Purple), 2017 
UV exposure dye print on canvas 
 

Permissibility (Flowers), 2017 
UV exposure dye print on canvas 
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Permissibility (Still Life), 2017 
UV exposure dye print on canvas 
 

Permissibility (Yellow), 2017 
UV exposure dye print on canvas 
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The Red Circle, 2017 
HD video, two-part custom screen, 
luan, pine, steel 
 

Lamp #1, 2016 
Plaster, porcelain light fitting, cord, 
light globe. 
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The Sleepers, 2017 
Two-part sculpture, cast bronze, 
silver solder welds 
 

The Sleepers (detail), 2017 
Two-part sculpture, cast bronze, 
silver solder welds 
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