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We are a sign empty of meaning, indifferent and far from home.  

—Frederich Hölderlin, Mnemosyne 

“Of what was it built? Of the material of three six-storey houses demolished for the purpose, some people 
said. Of the phenomenon of overwhelming anger, said others. It bore the lamentable aspect of all things 
built by hatred — a look of destruction. One might ask, ‘Who built that?’; but one might equally ask, 
‘Who destroyed all that?’ Everything had gone on to it, doors, grilles, screens, bedroom furniture, wrecked 
cooking-stoves and pots and pans, piled up haphazard, the whole a composite of paving-stones and 
rubble, timbers, iron bars, broken window-panes, seatless chairs, rags, odds and ends of every kind — 
and curses. It was great and it was trivial, a chaotic parody of emptiness, a mingling of debris…One 
might see, in that hugger-mugger of desperation, roofing-ridges, fragments from garments with their 
colored wall-paper, window frames with panes intact set upright…uprooted fireplaces, wardrobes, tables 
benches piled in clamoring disorder, a thousand beggarly objects disdained even by beggars, the expression 
of fury and nothingness…a mad thing, flinging an inexpressible clamour into the sky…It was beyond 
reason and it was alive…The spirit of revolution cast its shadow over that mound, resonant with the 
voice of the people, which resembles the voice of God: a strange nobility emanated from it. It was a pile of 
garbage, and it was Sinai.” 

—Victor Hugo,  Les Misérables 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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS  

The Promise of Meaning 

by  

Alan Brecht Skelton 

Master of Fine Arts in Visual Arts  

University of California San Diego, 2021  

Professor Nicole Miller, Chair 

 The Promise of Meaning develops the general conceptual and theoretical dimensions of 

my practice and its application to the accompanying thesis exhibition, Girls’ Last Tour. Broadly, 

the essay is an examination of consumption and the commodity as they appear under capitalism 

and the manner in which these concepts and their consequences affect our ability to generate 

meaning. The essay begins with an analysis of the processes and consequences of capitalism and 

commodification as described by Karl Marx and developed in subsequent secondary literature. 

Following this, the concept of allegory is developed within a framework indebted to Walter 

Benjamin and Susan Buck-Morss. It is demonstrated that allegory and the processes of 

commodification share a similar capacity in regard to the generation and dissolution of meaning. 

The consequences of this are developed in the subsequent section with respect to our individual 

capacity to create meaning under the conditions of capitalism. The role of choice and the concept 
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of the ready-made are analyzed as a means of production or authorship given these conditions. 

The following section considers the role of digital media in relation to our ongoing concerns 

regarding the generation and dissolution of meaning. The concept of selection is developed as a 

strategy of generating meaning specific to our digital moment and the overabundance of 

information. The essay concludes by offering the concept of salvage as a strategy of creative 

production in our present world followed by a description and analysis of the installation, Girls’ 

Last Tour. 
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The Promise of Meaning. 

 The installation, Girl’s Last Tour, and this essay are principally about consumerism and its 

consequences. Its about shopping in a sense—the magic and allure of shopping. Its about the 

beauty of the display that lends the thing-on-display the enigmatic quality of the relic or artifact

— an expression of the divine. Which means, of course, that we are talking about the fetish 

quality of the commodity. This essay, and the installation it is an accompaniment to, is indeed 

about the fetish quality of the commodity, but, I think, it is about more. It is about the 

consequences of a world in which the commodity character and the processes of capital and 

commodification have infiltrated every aspect of existence and continue to pry into areas we had 

never dreamed would be subject to these processes. As such, this essay and the installation 

mobilizes the commodity (as concept and material thing) to cut a path through a diverse set of 

concerns and concepts. One might say that a certain logic or structure inherent in the commodity 

(or, more properly, a result of its processes) structures the essay and makes this interplay of 

seemingly incongruous ideas somehow congeal. This essay also takes seriously the gambit of 

Walter Benjamin that commodities can be read as concrete expressions of the social.  It might 

also be said that the structure of this essay follows a logic of shopping and the productive capacity 

of consumption—longing, searching, scanning, selecting, appropriation, bricolage. All of this 

points towards contingent and precarious arrangements, subject to dissolve, to lose coherence, to 

fall apart. And indeed that is what I see this all about. Fungibility, homogenization, and the 

promise of meaning in a world seemingly bereft of this possibility. From this allegory emerges as a 

key operation especially its relation to commodification, fungibility, and its ambiguous nature— 

which paradoxically has the potential to generate both meaning and nullify or trivialize it. This, I 

argue has major consequences for production, consumption, and exchange in general but 

especially in relation to images and circuits of cultural production. The consequences of the 
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commodity and the role of allegory are then considered as they relate to a mode of  choice or 

selection, especially as it manifests in cultural production. The readymade as a strategy of cultural 

production is especially integral in this regard. This then leads to a discussion of the digital, as the 

dominant medium of our present condition. The digital is examined in relation to its effects, 

consequences, and processes, especially in regard to the way in which it has subtly structured 

certain aspects of our world. Ultimately I argue that all of this has immense consequences for the 

production of identity, the capacity to imagine alternatives to our present world, and the ability to 

generate meaning. 

 The essay will conclude with an analysis of the installation, Girl’s Last Tour, and how it 

can be understood in relation to and as a reflection of the conditions that will be subsequently 

described in this essay. As a reflection and product of our world its existence is necessarily one 

marked by ambiguity, duality, and contingency. The work then is to be understood as both a 

product shaped by the conditions under which it arose and one that utilizes these conditions as 

productive aesthetic and critical operations. 

The Commodity & Consumption: “We Really Haven’t Seen Anything Yet!” 

 We live in a world in which the commodity has, in its capacity for liquidity, mutability, 

and flow, seeped into nearly every aspect of our lives. Capitalism, and its capacity for 

deterritorialization and decoding—for making things flow—has facilitated commodification of 

aspects of life hitherto unimaginable—attention, sleep, identity, activism, and so on— where the 

end of this process lies is likely beyond our ability to conceive (Deleuze 34). This characteristic of 

capitalism, its capacity for the creation of ever new markets and the colonization of all aspects of 

life is perhaps best summed up by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in Anti-Oedipus. Deleuze 

and Guattari suggest that one of the fundamental tendencies of capitalism is that of “decoding” 
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and of making things “flow” which can be understood in part as the creation of new markets, 

commodification, and the extraction of surplus value (ibid 33-34). They suggest that this 

tendency of capitalism is such that it is ever displacing its limits in its relentless search for ever 

new flows and that,  “[t]his tendency is being carried further and further, to the point that 

capitalism with all its flows may dispatch itself straight to the moon: we really haven't seen 

anything yet!” (ibid 34).  The characterization of the processes of capital in Anti Oedipus not only 

affirms the ubiquitous nature of capital and its mediation of our lives but also its capacity for ever 

expanding its own limits and its aggressive colonization of existence (ibid 33-35). 

 Thus, capitalism and its processes of commodification are not merely a particular 

formation to be resisted (although we ought to resist) but a social fact without an alternative or an 

outside—a sort of meta-condition. Because there is no outside to capital everything that occurs 

within it is in some ways affected by or mediated by its processes. One effect of this is that our 

social relations, in addition to being structured by and mediated by the processes of 

commodification, come to assume the logics and aesthetics of the commodity.  The role of taste, 

fashion, and the sort of presentation, display, and branding of our lives via digital social networks 

is especially illustrative in this regard. In a similar manner the ubiquitous nature of capitalism and 

the role of the commodity therein has an effect on the production of contemporary art and other 

forms of cultural production. In fact, art that engages with the commodity as form has become 

one of the dominant strategies of artistic production since the introduction of the readymade by 

Marcel Duchamp in 1917. While Duchamp’s Fountain can be considered the inauguration of 

this strategy its widespread adoption occurred following the pop-art movement and the so-called 

end of modernism which ushered in the postmodern and contemporary era. Irrespective of the 

merit of these approaches—which are highly heterogenous and varied—it is not unreasonable to 

see in this a cynical capitulation to the logics of capitalism. Hannah Black in a review for 

Artforum in regard to the 9th Berlin Biennial—which was widely assailed for its vacuity and 
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seemingly uncritical embrace of consumption—reflects on precisely this condition (Batycka; 

Black; Vaughn). Black’s appraisal of the Biennial, while not exactly redemptive, offers a 

thoughtful analysis of the biennial as a reflection of the world, the art market, and the position 

cultural producers find themselves in relation to the aforementioned conditions. Black suggests 

that the work in this exhibition reflects a condition in which the individual and their relation to 

the world is increasingly mediated by the technological and the marketplace. Furthermore, 

suggests Black, contemporary artists find themselves in a world in which the violent repression of 

alternatives to capitalism has left us with a social field entirely dominated by value—the 

aforementioned conditions being a symptom of this condition. A consequence of this situation, 

“the total rule of the commodity form,” is that political struggle cannot simply oppose the 

commodity, rather, it must “move through” it (Black). The point here is not whether or not such 

work is of merit (although the strategic value of such approaches is something we will address) 

but that our present condition is one definitively marked by a system with no outside and that 

even forms of resistance must “move through” the processes of capitalism and commodification 

(ibid). 

 We have thus far discussed the ubiquitous nature of capital and in a cursory way some of 

the consequences of this condition, especially in regard to the way in which it structures or affects 

everything that happens within its territory or field. Before continuing on to a more expansive 

discussion of the consequences (and possible opportunities) of this situation it would be useful to 

briefly discuss the way in which this occurs or why this is so. This point in particular is of major 

consequence and despite the novel and heterogeneous ways in which this is expressed in the 

contemporary world is rooted in a foundational concept of critical analyses of capitalism.  

 In a very basic sense the commodity stands at the center of capitalism and its system of 

exchange and general equivalence, wherein anything can potentially be exchanged with anything 

else given the proper quantities irrespective of qualitative difference or use-value (Marx 147-154). 
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This is possible, in part, because of the essentially social nature of the commodity in respect to its 

equivalence being predicated upon a value-form defined as “socially necessary labour-time” (ibid 

129-130). The social nature of the commodity and the consequences of this are expanded upon in 

the analysis of the commodity by Karl Marx in Capital Vol. 1 in a section entitled “The Fetishism 

of Commodities and the Secret Thereof ” (ibid 163-177). Marx, in this section demonstrates that 

the commodity form is a sort of crystallization or materialization of real and concrete social 

relations between humans— especially in relation to labour and exchange (ibid 164-165).  The 

“fetish” quality of the commodity arises here in an error in which these social relations are, in 

essence, displaced onto the commodity itself (ibid 164-165). It is worth quoting at length this 

remarkable analysis for its breadth and acuity and because it stands in many ways at the core of 

this essay,  

“The mysterious character of the commodity-form consists therefore simply in the fact that the commodity 

reflects the social characteristics of men's own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour 

themselves, as the socio-natural properties of these things. Hence it also reflects the social relation of the 

producers to the sum total of labour as a social relation between objects, a relation which exists apart from 

and outside the producers. Through this substitution, the products of labour become commodities, sensuous 

things which are at the same time supra sensible or social. In the same way, the impression made by a thing 

on the optic nerve is perceived not as a subjective excitation of that nerve but as the objective form of a 

thing outside the eye. In the act of seeing, of course, light is really transmitted from one thing, the external 

object, to another thing, the eye. It is a physical relation between physical things. As against this, the 

commodity form, and the value-relation of the products of labour within which it appears, have absolutely 

no connection with the physical nature of the commodity and the material [dinglich] relations arising out of 

this. It is nothing but the definite social relation between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the 

fantastic form of a relation between things” (ibid 164-165). 
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This passage and the chapter from which it is derived has manifold consequences for our world 

and the innumerable texts dedicated to this chapter of Capital are a testament to this. For our 

purposes however there are a few key things to keep in mind as we move forward. For one, this 

passage and the chapter on the commodity serves as an affirmation of the essentially social 

character of the commodity and that its logics and processes mediate our relations to each other 

and the world, especially in regard to its capacity for fungibility and equivalence (ibid 125-177). 

It also demonstrates that the commodity is not merely a reflection or representation of social 

relations, but stands as a definite and concrete material manifestation of social relations. And 

finally, that the commodity, as Marx states, “appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial 

thing” but that it is in fact a complex, mysterious, contradictory, and ambiguous thing (ibid 163). 

 We have thus far discussed how the processes of capital and commodification structure 

and mediate very nearly every aspect of our lives and that even opposition to capitalism and the 

forces of commodification must move through these conditions and as such that we can conceive 

of the processes of capital as a sort of structuring field or meta-condition that affects all that 

occurs within it. Such a situation seems to preclude any possibility of resistance or change. After 

all, how can we resist a system that has no outside and seems capable of subsuming everything 

that occurs within its territories into new sources for the extraction of value? This mood, or 

anxiety (or whatever you wish to call it) might best illustrated with recourse to what has become 

almost a cliché in leftist circles; a quote, variously attributed to Slavoj Zizek or Frederic Jameson 

and popularized in part by Mark Fisher, that “[i]t is easier to imagine the end of the world than 

an end to capitalism” (Fisher 2). In many ways this quote—despite its being rendered nearly 

meaningless as cliché—stands at the core of our present predicament and the concerns of this 

essay and the installation to which it accompanies. As such, its resolution or overcoming is 

critical in regard to emancipatory projects and our present condition. The reason for this is two-

fold. First, the quote aptly describes the present condition in which the appearance of real, 
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existing alternatives to capitalism have not only collapsed but are also seemingly impossible to 

even image. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the so-called “end of history” trumpeted by 

Francis Fukayama as the triumph of neoliberal capitalism are especially illustrative of this 

condition (ibid 3,6). And second, the logic of this statement is structurally bound up in or 

conditioned by the processes of commodification and consumption. What I mean by this is that 

what is at stake here is, in essence, a crisis in regard to the ability to generate meaning. This 

condition, I argue is a consequence of the commodity form and that the means of its overcoming 

or resolution might, paradoxically, lie within the commodity itself. 

  While it may seem somewhat contradictory and even questionable to consider the 

commodity and the processes of capital as having any redemptive qualities—especially 

considering the condition of the world and the seemingly relentless commodification of life—but 

such an approach is actually consistent with emancipatory politics despite the appearance of 

cynicism, capitulation, or mere celebration. Mike Featherstone provides a useful overview of the 

more canonical critiques of the commodity in Consumer Culture and Postmodernism. Featherstone 

argues that from the perspective of many neo-marxists and exemplified in the work of 

Horkheimer and Adorno is an emphasis on the destructive, manipulative dimensions of the 

“relentless logic” of the commodity and consumption (Featherstone 14). In many ways this 

disposition, in which the negative and manipulative features of the commodity and consumption 

are emphasized, might still be considered the dominant position in contemporary critical analysis 

(ibid). While the contribution to emancipatory practice in the case of this tendency cannot be 

underestimated and is of great value and insight, these approaches have the potential risk of 

lapsing into cultural elitism and perhaps fail to address the full complexity our contemporary 

situation (ibid). Featherstone argues that such approaches tend to focus on the relation of 

consumption to production and fail to recognize a culture of consumption (ibid 13).   
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 Against this tendency Featherstone argues for an approach that takes into account not 

only the critical tradition as inherited from mass culture theory but also the ways in which 

consumption is “used” and the pleasures which it can excite (ibid 13). For instance, Featherstone 

argues that individuals “use” commodities to produce social bonds and distinction and that these 

acts of creative consumption are now, for better or worse, integral components in the production 

of identity and subjectivity (ibid 13, 16, 17). Additionally, Featherstone suggests that an 

examination of the conditions of postmodernity suggests in part a fulfillment of the historic 

avant garde’s objective of an effacement of the boundaries between art and life has been fulfilled; 

that everyday life has been aestheticized (ibid 64). The consequences of the aestheticization of 

everyday life are such that the traditional hierarchies between so-called “high culture” and “mass” 

or “consumer” culture have been effaced such that art can “be anywhere or anything” (ibid 65). It 

follows then that aesthetic enjoyment and the creative potential of consumption formerly 

reserved for the content of “high culture” can be captured by consumption and the commodities 

which populate our world (Szmigin 108, 116). I am not suggesting a full-throated celebration of 

consumer culture, consumption, and the commodity. Rather, what I am trying to impress is that 

these concepts, processes, and things are a fact of life and given the highly heterogeneous ways in 

which they manifest themselves in our world demand an approach that is capable of considering 

them in their full complexity. People do construct their identities via consumption. Subcultures 

are defined in part by their participation and fluency in consumption and the symbolic dimension 

of commodities. The social is dominated by the logic of capital and the commodity. Irrespective of 

an evaluation of whether this is good or bad there is a necessity of attending to the situation in its 

full complexity and perhaps therein, as has already been suggested, we might find the potential of 

moving beyond our present condition. A key figure that emerges in this regard is Walter 

Benjamin. 
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 This is not to say that Benjamin simply saw the commodity and consumption as 

unproblematic—far from it—but that Benjamin recognized the products of mass culture as 

potential sources of historical knowledge and philosophical truth and also that within them lies 

the possibility of a positive, creative, utopian dimension alongside its negative, destructive, and 

manipulative qualities (Featherstone 23-24; Buck-Morss 92, 114). Benjamin’s sprawling and 

unfinished Arcades Project, which takes as its object of analysis the emergence of consumer culture 

in the Parisian arcades of the 19th century, attempts to articulate such a position. The Arcades 

Project is vast and its method of construction and incomplete status (not to mention Benjamin’s, 

at times, impenetrable style) make any particular reading of the text a necessarily interpretive 

endeavor. The text, as it stands, is largely an enormous collection of notes, sources, quotes, 

historical documents, and so forth, organized into “convoluts” according to major thematics of 

what the presumed final work would synthesize into an overarching analysis. The result is a sort 

of discontinuous, patchwork, bricolage, or “montage,” of historical, theoretical, and philosophical 

data (Buck-Morss 67, 73, 164). Susan Buck-Morss, one of the principle interpreters and 

intermediaries of Benjamin’s work suggests that rather than dwelling on its status as incomplete 

that we instead view the work as an attempt to construct a unique method of historical 

materialist analysis that takes seriously the objects and debris of consumer culture as a source of 

philosophical truth and a reservoir of utopian yearning (ibid ix). We might thus consider 

Benjamin’s project, in part, as developing Marx’s analysis of the commodity, especially in relation 

to its status as a concrete, material manifestation of social relations and in regard to its fetish 

quality. Benjamin saw the material objects of consumer culture as “relics,” “fossils,” “clues,” or 

“hieroglyphics” in which we might shed light on the forgotten or unfulfilled desires of the past 

(ibid 39). The material objects of consumer culture (commodities, urban objects and sites) in 

Benjamin’s project can be understood as being of dialectical composition such that they assert a 

collective desire or wish for social utopia and a reconciliation with nature, while simultaneously 
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capable of redirecting this desire towards the “inorganic” commodity itself and instead of utopia, 

the never ending and relentless pursuit of novelty that results from the nature of commodity 

production and consumption as “hell” (ibid 99-101, 114-115).  The Arcades Project might be best 

understood as an attempt to articulate a program in which we might mobilize the progressive, 

utopian dimensions of consumer culture against its distorting, stultifying, retrogressive capacity 

(ibid 124). The inability to transcend the present, to imagine that-which-has-not-yet-occurred, is 

overcome via the revitalization of the utopian desires found “fossilized” in the objects of 

consumer culture (ibid 124). The revitalization of these desires serves as the conceptual basis for 

which we might imagine that-which-has-not-yet-occurred (ibid). This movement in itself fulfills 

a utopian wish, in which the struggles, suffering, and longing for something better of the past is 

awakened, redeemed, and made good upon (ibid). Within this project of awakening, Benjamin, 

“identifies a structural transformation in the relationship of consciousness to reality” and that this 

is especially true insofar as it regards a relationship of desire and fantasy to productive forces (ibid 

124-125). This process—this movement—and the creation of utopia and the reconciliation of 

man to nature is in itself a delicate process which is not guaranteed to succeed a priori or 

teleologically but rather requires that the burden of ushering in utopia lies squarely on humanity 

as active, willing, historical agents (ibid 124, 235). In part, the difficulty of this task is precisely 

due to the nature of the commodity and its centrality to capitalist social relations. The 

“distortions” created by capitalist social relations (as they adhere to the objects of consumer 

culture) are such that it becomes difficult to ascertain the progressive or retrogressive elements in 

this process or movement (ibid 124). One of the tasks then of The Arcades Project is to make these 

elements visible and legible; Buck-Morss refers to this task as a “dialectics of seeing” (ibid 6, 124).  

 The dialectical composition of the commodity and its potential for creative, productive, 

and emancipatory mobilization is of importance to the present discussion for several reasons, but 

for the moment we will focus on two particular consequences. First, this affirms and develops the 
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aforementioned social nature of the commodity. The commodity ought to be understood then as 

not only a concrete and material manifestation of real social relations, but also as one in which 

our collective desires, dreams, fears, and longing for a better world adhere and can be made 

manifest if only we can read them. Additionally, Benjamin’s project also helps us to see the 

productive, creative dimension of the commodity and consumption. This positive, creative 

capacity, insofar as it is concerned with a structural relationship of “consciousness to reality” and a 

mobilization of desire and fantasy towards “productive forces” can in part be understood in 

relation to the processes of “imagination” and the generation of meaning (ibid 125).  

This second dimension in particular bears consideration and from it emerges a key operation in 

our ongoing development of the consequences and potential of the commodity form and 

consumption. The operation that emerges is that of the allegorical. 

Allegory & The Abyss of Meaning. 

 The allegorical emerges in The Arcades Project as the product of an interest in the both the 

work of Charles Baudelaire and the allegorists of the German Baroque. The latter especially in 

regard to Benjamin’s separate study on the subject entitled, The Origin of German Tragic Drama 

(often referred to as the Trauerspiel study). While both of these sources are important in regard to 

the genesis of the role of allegory in the Arcades Project, we will be principally interested in its 

relation to Baudelaire. However, in order to discuss the importance of allegory in Baudelaire we 

will briefly discuss the prototypical appearance of allegory, especially as it articulated in 

Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study (ibid 178). Not only is Baudelaire a critical figure in regard to 

allegory in the Arcades Project, but more generally Baudelaire can be seen as one of the central 

figures of the project as a whole especially in regard to its focus on the dawn of industrial 

capitalism, early modernity, and the emergence of consumer culture in the mid-19th century. 
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Several of the key figures in The Arcades Project can be traced to Baudelaire. For instance, the 

figure of the flâneur, the prostitute, and the rag-picker as “physiognomic” types used to describe the 

experience of modern (urban) experience (Benjamin 203, 228, 416, 489; Baudelaire Flowers of 

Evil; Baudelaire The Painter of Modern Life 34; Buck-Morss 191). Not only that, but the term 

“modernity” itself and its dialectical constitution of the archaic and the new is found in the work 

of Baudelaire and is subsequently taken up and developed by Benjamin in The Arcades Project 

(Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life 12-15 ). Buck-Morss describes Baudelaire’s work, 

especially his poetry—which at the time of its publication was scandalous—as work that, 

“manifested a radically new aesthetic sensibility that drew its breath from the ‘decadent’ sense 

experience of the modern city” and that “at the same time…[was] concerned with the premodern, 

Christian problem of sin and evil” (Buck-Morss 177). Baudelaire expressed this through the use 

of the allegorical form, which at that time had been out of fashion since the time of the Baroque 

(ibid). For Benjamin, the curious fusion of past and present in Baudelaire’s work is of central 

concern: why would it be that Baudelaire would employ an archaic form, that insisted upon a 

sense of continuity when the experiences that of which his work bears witness to are precisely 

those of discontinuity (ibid 178)? Before answering this question we will need to consider the 

allegory in its ‘prototypical’ form and as it was historically expressed in the Baroque and in 

relation to Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study (ibid). 

 Benjamin had previously argued in the Trauerspiel study that Baroque allegory arose in a 

time of profound social disruption, suffering, and ruin and that its mode of perception was that of 

melancholy (ibid 170, 174, 178). The melancholic gaze of allegory was above all an expression of 

a temporality or condition of “transitoriness,” “fragility,” “futility,” and “decline” (ibid 160-161, 

164). Central to the Baroque allegorical mode is the “emblem,” which functions as a sort of visual 

“picture puzzle” in which meaning can be read (ibid 161). Because of the preoccupation with the 

transitory in allegory the image of the ruin and the skull emerge as the emblems par excellence of 
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the allegorical mode (ibid 161). These emblems—the ruin and the skull—can be understood as 

“hollowed-out” fragments, semantically unstable and thus capable of entering into new 

constellations of meaning in which a disruption between form and content occur (Buck-Morss 

161, 181; Hell 7). While we can clearly see a relationship between the image of the ruin or the 

skull in relation to a melancholic disposition that emphasizes the transitory nature of being, the 

manner in which allegory expresses a relationship to the transitory exists on a deeper, structural 

layer that exists beyond mere representation. Craig Owens, in an essay entitled The Allegorical 

Impulse: Towards a Theory of the Postmodern suggests that in order to understand allegory it is 

necessary to consider it in an expansive manner (Owens 68). Owens suggests—in a manner 

resonant with Benjamin’s own emphasis of “allegorical practice over allegorical object”— that we 

consider allegory as “an attitude as well as a technique, a perception as well as a procedure”(Buck-

Morss 18; Owens 68). The significance of this is that we are to understand allegory as a form of 

exegesis and of the production of meaning in which an original or antecedent meaning—which 

we might conceive of as adhering to an object—is supplanted by the addition of a new meaning 

that is external to the original object (Owens 68-69). An example provided by Owens is that the 

Old Testament becomes allegorical when it is read as a ‘prefiguration’ of the new testament (ibid 

68).  A consequence of the allegorical method (and a source of its criticism) is the potential to 

create “hollowed-out” and “debased” objects, in that their original meaning has been supplanted 

by a new meaning external to it and that once this process has begun it becomes possible to 

attach any number of meanings such that meaning itself becomes fragile, transitory, and arbitrary 

(Buck-Morss 181-182). Allegory then, can be understood as an attitude, mode of perception and 

a technique of generating meaning which arises out of conditions of general decline and decay, 

and that the allegorical, in both form and structure, is an expression of the vanity and transitory 

nature of being. 
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 Baudelaire’s work, in contrast, arose from an experience and conditions distinctly different 

to those of the Baroque allegorists; instead of a time of perpetual war, famine, and destruction, 

Baudelaire’s was one of unprecedented material abundance and relative stability (ibid 178). 

Baudelaire’s melancholic gaze settled on the bounty and richness of modern urban experience, 

the myriad goods and services of a burgeoning consumer society and ascendant middle-class, and 

the fulfillment and progress these conditions seemed to promise rather than the devastation and 

lack with which the Baroque allegorists were concerned (ibid 178). How then can we understand 

Baudelaire’s use of allegory to describe an experience of relative material abundance when its 

prototypical usage arises in regard to a general atmosphere of decline and decay? The answer to 

this question is found, paradoxically, in precisely those conditions which seem so divergent from 

those of the Baroque allegorists: the material abundance and the appearance of plenty as 

conditions of early modernity and the newly emergent consumer culture of urban Paris. In short, 

the commodity.  

 If we recall, the commodity form—as the basic unit of capitalist exchange—is the product 

of a process in which the original and particular meaning of an object—its qualitative value and  

use-value produced by human labour—is supplanted by an abstraction; it is divested of its 

individuality and “real particularity” and instead comes to assume a value external to it—its 

exchange-value or its “price” (Marx 163-177; Buck-Morss 181). Thus, when considering the 

concept and process of capitalist value, the object is only a sign; it is no longer meaningful in and 

of itself, but only as what it is worth (Buck-Morss 179). The original object, much like in Baroque 

allegory, becomes hollowed-out; its value and meaning in the market become just as transitory 

and arbitrary as things relate to their meaning within Baroque allegory (ibid 179-180). In 

essence, what Benjamin is describing and that Baudelaire’s poetry and criticism express, is the 

experience of the emergent consumer culture and urban life that emerged in Paris and other large 

urban centers in the mid-19th century (Featherstone 23). This new world was a sort of “dream-
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world” or “phantasmagoria” composed of steel and glass, shopping malls and arcades, department 

stores, glittering displays, and the mixing of the masses in an unprecedented manner (ibid 23). 

Within this vast urban phantasmagoria objects on display are divorced from their context and 

subject to the mobilization of desire and mysterious connections and meanings (ibid 23). Adorno 

described the situation or process in this manner, “the alienated objects become hollowed out and 

draw in meanings as ciphers. Subjectivity takes control of them by loading them with intentions 

of wish and anxiety” (Buck-Morss 182). Benjamin noted that this process of alienation and 

hollowing-out increased “in mass and tempo” during Baudelaire’s time at an unprecedented rate 

(ibid 182). Thus, the world of Baudelaire, the modern world, a world of appearances, of material 

abundance, a world whose promise is that of plenty, of satisfaction, and of progress is really one of 

lack. Buck-Morss provides an apt summation of this condition: “The allegorical mode allows 

Benjamin [and Baudelaire] to make visible the experience of a world in fragments, in which the 

passing of time means not progress but disintegration” (ibid 18). The commodity form, as a 

hollowed-out transitory object, whose meaning has been supplanted, is the mediating factor or 

link between the world of the German Baroque and their use of allegory and the modern world. 

The commodity and the processes and abstractions of which it is produced can be said to 

function in an allegorical manner. 

 The allegorical process and the manner in which it simultaneously dissolves meaning and 

produces new meaning allows us to understand the commodity form and consumption in greater 

complexity. We have seen how the commodity form, in the manner in which it assumes value in 

the market, and the way in which consumers invest these objects with new meaning, can be 

thought of as functioning allegorically. These processes or conditions are such that meaning and 

meaninglessness are intermingled; a chasm or whirlpool of a dialectical movement of negation 

and production. The consequences of this are likewise two-fold: on one hand, its negative 
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tendency is a descent into an abyss of meaninglessness; on the other, its very capacity for negation 

and fragmentation provides an opportunity for a creative, productive becoming.  

 The negative aspect of the commodity in regard to its capacity for the dissolution of 

meaning and its arbitrary character is developed by Benjamin—as has already been asserted—

with recourse to the allegorical poetry of Baudelaire. This is developed by Benjamin into a 

concept of an abyss, a Hellmouth of arbitrary, transitory meaning, and as the “realm of the 

devil” (ibid 186). This condition, and its relation to the commodity is expressed by Benjamin and 

developed by Buck-Morss as, “[a] hell [that] rages in the soul of the commodity” in which “the 

Baroque vision of Hell returns” as a “guilty and abandoned nature that can no longer find its 

meaning fulfilled in itself ” and which finds itself “plunged into an abyss of arbitrary, transitory 

meanings” and that falls “from emblem to emblem” into “the bottomless depths” (ibid). What we 

are left with then, in a world where there is no outside to the processes of capital, and in which 

all life is mediated by the logics of the commodity, is a world bereft of meaning, an empty 

depthless world in which the inability to imagine alternatives leads to political resignation and 

cynicism (ibid 201). 

 The dialectical relation of meaning and meaninglessness as it appears in the commodity 

form is a consequence of the abstract processes which supplant its original meaning or value with 

its exchange value. The tension produced via this relationship is at once destructive and 

productive. In its negative potential this leads to a condition of meaninglessness and stultification 

and appears to forestall any possibility of change. Benjamin suggested that this condition is one 

in which the new appears as the always-the-same (ibid 201). However, this very condition, that 

of fragments, ruin, and the transitory might provide in equal measure a positive dimension. This 

dialectical tension in which meaning and meaninglessness are produced simultaneously and in 

equal measure is in some way considered by Georges Didi-Huberman in an essay concerned with 

the role of the “aura” in Benjamin’s work (Didi-Huberman 3). While the complexity of the aura 
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as a concept in Benjamin’s work is outside the scope of the present conversation we can posit that 

both the aura and the issues we have been discussing in regard to allegory are in some manner 

concerned with “origins” and “authenticity.” In the case of the aura this is in regard to “time and 

space”, and with allegory we are concerned with original meaning (Didi-Huberman 3,5; Buck-

Morss 173). The dialectical movement of these concepts should be understood as a “process of 

becoming and disappearance” and that instead of seeing this as a “decline” we instead view it as 

“precarious, churning rhythm” and a “dynamic two-way flow” with a productive capacity and that 

remains always open and incomplete (Didi-Huberman 4). Thus, the ruin is not only the emblem 

par excellence of allegory—as a representation of the melancholic and transitory—but it also 

stands as an expression of its processes.  

 Allegory, and likewise the processes of commodification, supplant the original meaning of 

objects with a new meaning. This process produces hollowed-out objects, or ruins; semantically 

unstable objects capable of assuming any-meaning-whatsoever as they tumble in an abyss of 

meaning and meaninglessness (Buck-Morss 186; Hell 7). However, rather than evaluating this 

condition in a purely negative light we can instead understand it as an opportunity. Buck-Morss 

tells us that these ruins, these hollowed-out objects, can serve as the “loosened building blocks 

out of which a new order can be constructed” (Buck-Morss 212). These hollowed-out objects, 

prised out of their original contexts, can become the foundation for something new—the creative 

potential to generate new forms and meanings from that which already exists. 

The Readymade, Anxiety, & Choice. 

 Our discussion has thus far has revolved around the manner in which the commodity 

form and the processes and structures of which it is a part can be considered as always presenting 

to us both a positive and a negative side. On one hand these conditions are destructive, 
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stultifying, and manipulative. On the other hand, these very conditions, which at first seem so 

negative, facilitate a creative and productive process of becoming: the generation of new meaning 

and connections and the creative use of that which is at hand, wrenched out of its originary 

context and used in an unexpected manner. The role of allegory was demonstrated to be of 

particular importance in describing this process, especially in relation to the manner in which it 

can be said to create hollowed-out, transitory objects or ruins (Buck-Morss 164, 212, 218). These 

hollowed-out objects, it will be remembered, not only describe the allegorical object as an 

aesthetic category, but the condition of the commodity as it exists under capitalism and in 

consumer culture—in particular in regard to their fungibility (ibid 164). These hollowed-out 

objects, as commodities, and their potential to serve as the “building blocks” of something new is 

important to our ongoing discussion especially as we shift our focus to the realm of cultural 

production (ibid 212). The readymade, as an artistic and productive strategy emerges as a key 

concept in this regard. 

 Joshua Simon, in a three-part essay in which he develops the concept of “neo-

materialism,”  provides us with an image of a world in which the commodity form has run amuck 

(Simon). Simon suggests that our present condition is one defined by the logics of private 

property and the commodity and that the intensity of this condition infiltrates all aspects of 

existence (ibid). Instead of a world defined by humanity, we now “dwell in the world of 

commodities” (ibid). This characterization of our world (hyperbolic or not) is in step with our 

previous assertion that there is no outside to capital and its processes and that at the center of 

this condition is the commodity and its logic: mediating our relation to one another and the 

world as a sort of meta-condition. The effects of this condition are expressed in a myriad of ways 

and might be said to penetrate all aspects of our lives and the realm of cultural production is no 

exception. The commodity and the logics of consumption have had a number of consequences in 

regard to the strategies and techniques used in the production of cultural artifacts. For instance, it 
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is common practice in contemporary music production to employ techniques of sampling and 

appropriation which are in part derived from a logics of consumption and a mastery of its 

symbolic dimension. Similar strategies are also common in contemporary art, especially in 

relation to the concept of the readymade.  

 Josiah McElheny, in an article in Artforum, entitled “Readymade Resistance: Art and the 

Forms of Industrial Production” makes a similar assertion. McElheny writes: “[w]hether by 

faking, borrowing, or stealing, artists today commonly produce works of art that employ the 

vocabulary of industry” (McElheny). McElheny explains that this condition can be understood in 

part due to the fact that the majority of objects one comes across in our contemporary world are 

the result of the labor of large numbers of individuals within industrial and corporate circuits of 

production (ibid). A consequence of this is that our “contemporary language of form” is largely 

derived from these systems and processes (ibid). The strategy of employing the language of 

industry, especially in the form of the readymade, can be traced to the historical avant-garde, in 

particular Marcel Duchamp.  

 The origins of the readymade, as we have already suggested, are generally accepted to have 

been inaugurated (scandalously) with the exhibition of Duchamp’s Fountain in 1917: a mass-

produced urinal, placed on its side with the name “R. Mutt” scrawled across its side as a wry 

assertion of authorship. Duchamp’s project is complex and multifaceted and the critical legacy of 

his output is the subject of much debate, however, for our purposes we can generalize the project 

of Duchamp’s readymades as being engaged with questions of authenticity, production and 

reproduction, and the role of the artist in regard to these conditions. At the time of Duchamp’s 

first readymades the role of industrial production and consumer culture was already well 

advanced but differed markedly from our current condition. Our present condition, as has been 

asserted, is unique in the history of society in that nearly all objects and things that we come into 

contact with are the result of a form of collective labor and manufacturing; rather than, for 
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instance, things produced by individual labor, artisanal labor, or traditional craft (ibid). During 

the time of Duchamp’s first readymades the condition was somewhat different in that there was 

still a mixture of artisanal, local, individual, and industrially produced objects (ibid). However, 

this condition—the retention of traditional modes of production—was quickly eroding due to 

the rapid proliferation of industrial capitalism and consumer culture (ibid).  As such, we can 

consider Duchamp’s readymades to be, in part, an expression of an anxiety regarding the 

productive potential of the individual in the face of the homogenizing forces of capital and its 

circuits and processes of production (ibid).  

 Duchamp’s answer to this dilemma is deceptively simple; both “serious” and 

“absurd” (ibid). Duchamp asserted “a change in authorship by fiat” (ibid). Duchamp emphasized 

authorial power and ownership over the products of consumer culture via “choice”; simply by 

designating an object as art—as an object of the one’s own artistic production—it becomes so. 

Thus, Duchamp redefined the artwork as “anything an artist deems as such” (ibid). In essence, 

Duchamp strategically employed the language of consumption—as consumer choice—as an of 

resistance against, what McEhleny calls, “the determined shrinking of society’s space for 

individual production” (ibid).  

 The mobilization of the logics of consumption and the commodity as a means of 

resistance is consistent with our ongoing exploration of the commodity form in both its 

destructive and productive capacity. The concept of “choice” and its creative, productive potential 

is in accord with our analysis of the commodity form in its allegorical dimension, especially in 

regard to the manner in which the commodity, as hollowed-out object, can be invested with new 

meaning and purpose and can serve as the basis for the production of something new. The 

strategic potential of this approach being that it allows us to make creative use of what is around 

us, diverting intended use towards creative, unusual, and subversive purposes. Likewise, we can 

consider the limits of this approach. It could be argued that choice, as strategic resistance, has 
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been foreclosed to us; that it has been fully recuperated into the logics of consumerism which all 

to happily emphasizes and valorizes consumer choice as a form of authorship, ownership, and 

production. The consequences of which is a narrowly circumscribed capacity for the production of 

idiosyncratic forms—being that all individual production is mediated by the commodity and 

consumption. It will be remembered that choice as a means of production arises out of an anxiety 

in regard to the role of the individual caught up in the processes and circuits of capitalist 

production and expansion. This anxiety over one’s productive potential is not, I argue, to be 

conceived simply in relation to the production of idiosyncratic forms but also in relation to the 

ability create unique and meaningful identity and meaning generally. As the logics of capital and 

the commodity have infiltrated and mediate all aspects of the social a major consequence of this 

is that the production of identity is now largely determined in relation to consumption and 

commodification generally such that uniqueness—or idiosyncratic form—is increasingly difficult 

to obtain. The relentless pursuit of novelty—the guiding light of consumption—produces ever 

shorter cycles of trends and obsolescence in which the appearance of the “new” is in reality the 

resurrection of the recent past as eternal repetition (Buck-Morss 97). The capacity for change and 

novelty in nature is displaced onto the commodity form—the consequence of which is the mere 

appearance of novelty and an increasing incapacity to imagine new forms (ibid 100). Such a 

condition has numerous consequences, amongst which is a sort of thirst for individualism 

precisely because of its denial by the very logics of a system that promises and valorizes the 

unique individual as ideal subject while simultaneously withdrawing the possibility of its 

obtainment. Thus, choice, in keeping with the dialectical structure of our analysis, as a productive 

strategy, is neither precisely a “good” thing, nor precisely a “bad” thing, but rather, is both. It is 

profoundly ambiguous. In its negative capacity it reifies capitalist social structures, the 

phantasmagoria of consumerism, and the erosion of meaning. In its positive dimension it frees 

objects, concepts, and images from their original contexts allowing for the dissolution of the 
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status quo and the possibility of something different being built from what is at hand. This is not 

an endorsement of consumption. It is a recognition of a social fact and an attempt to transcend it 

through immanent critique.  

 If choice can be understood as means of creative production in relation to the ascendancy 

of the commodity form, the commodification of life, and an anxiety over the individual potential 

for production, what are we to make of our current condition? One in which the these conditions 

are no longer ascendant but rather absolute? One in which fungibility, exchange, and the 

transitory and ephemeral nature of things has reached a pitch of intensity in conjunction with the 

ascendancy of the digital? 

The Digital & Selection. 

 Claire Bishop, in an article in Artforum entitled “The Digital Divide: Contemporary Art 

and New Media” characterizes the present as a “digitalization of existence” (Bishop). The present 

is one in which our lives have been inexorably affected by the digital. Bishop argues that the 

digital, and its mutable, and disposable potential has had profound effects on our “consumption 

of relationships, images, and communication” (ibid). Following Bishop, I argue that the digital is 

the medium par excellence of capital. It is infinitely malleable, fungible, and oscillates between 

abstraction and figuration, pixilation and high-definition. The digital, as it operates under capital, 

can be understood as an expression of the processes of capital, especially in regard to the 

commodity form, and its capacity for fungibility. The digital is the churning abyss of meaning and 

meaninglessness, being and nothingness. 

 In our previous section we discussed the readymade as an artistic strategy of resistance 

arising in relation to the anxieties wrought by the commodification of life. What might be the 

equivalent under the present conditions—the digitalization of life? This is precisely the question 
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which animates Bishop’s article. Bishop wonders, “[w]hat ever happened to digital art” (ibid)? 

What Bishop is responding to is the apparent absence of art that confronts “the question of what 

it means to think, see, and filter affect through the digital” (ibid). What is curious in regard to this 

condition is that it is common practice to “use” digital technology in relation to the production of 

artwork without an apparent reflection on its medium specificity (ibid). Bishop contrasts this 

situation with previous moments of change in regard to cultural production brought about by 

technology—photography and video in particular (ibid). We might add—in relation to our own 

ongoing analysis—the commodification of life and the development of the readymade.  Bishop 

suggests that these previous formats and technological innovations (photography and video) 

were, “image-based, and their relevance and challenge to visual art were self-evident “ (ibid). The 

digital, in contrast, is “code;” it is, “inherently alien to human perception. It is, at base, a linguistic 

model” (ibid). Thus, suggests Bishop, instead of being visible in the content or thematics of 

artistic production, the digital is to be understood as operating on a “deep level,” as a “shaping 

condition,” and “structural paradox” of the present (ibid). The digital and its processes, in much 

the same manner as our previous characterization of the commodification of existence, has 

infiltrated our lives, affecting our perceptions and our relationships with one another and the 

world at large.  

 The operation that emerges from these conditions, argues Bishop, is that of selection (ibid). 

Selection, as a strategy or operation emerges in regard to changing patterns of contemporary 

perception and our relationship to images. The sheer volume of images and data is impossible to 

take in and thus we scan, we search, we parse, and we select lest we be overwhelmed (ibid). Our 

experience of the internet is the 21st century equivalent of  “dérive,” (ibid). We “surf ” while 

navigating the internet in the “pursuit of impromptu, subjective connections” guided by 

operations of “chance” and “drift” (ibid). The dérive is guiding logic of the dominant social field of 

our time—the internet—and selection is the operation or strategy that emerges faced with the 
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“infinite resources of the internet” (ibid). If, as we have discussed, choice can be understood as a 

strategy of resistance in regard to the commodification of life an an anxiety over the individuals 

capacity for creative production, we can understand selection as a development and evolution of 

these conditions. But whereas choice was concerned with authorship and originality the strategy 

of selection arises from conditions in which such questions seem irrelevant. In contrast, selection 

places an emphasis on the “meaningful recontextualization of existing artifacts” — selection is 

about repurposing and reformatting, about finding new uses for what already exists (ibid). 

 Our characterization of the digital is one that, like all of the major concepts in this essay, 

presents to us two faces and two possibilities. The digital can be understood, in part, as an 

expression of the apogee of the capitalist logic of exchange. The digital is infinitely malleable, 

fungible, and abstract. All meaning, all distinction, is dissolved in the digital—a homogenous and 

abstract medium that liquidates all difference. The digital, like the commodity, and the allegorical, 

tumbles into an abyss of meaning—a constant annihilation and resurrection of all that exists in a 

relentless pursuit of novelty that descends into hellish repetition. However, from these very 

conditions arise an opportunity to overcome them. Selection emerges as a strategy that not only 

allows us to make sense of the overwhelming changes brought about by the digital—from the 

phenomenological to the social—but also as a strategy of recuperation and salvation. Selection 

teaches us that we can create ever new constellations of meaning and use with what is at hand. 

Selection teaches us that we have all that we need—a collective repository of desire and longing 

for something better if we can only learn to use it. 

Longing. Searching. Salvage. 

 As a way of ending we shall return to the beginning. We return to the aphorism, 

popularized by Mark Fisher and vaguely attributed to both Slavoj Zizek and Frederic Jameson, 
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that “[it] is easier to imagine the end of the world than an end to capitalism” (Fisher 2). The logic 

of this quote has almost become a sort of dogma of leftist thought—simply accepted as a given. 

In essence what this describes is a world in which the processes of capitalism have created a social 

and cultural condition in which we have become unable to conceive of the future, that we are 

unable to produce genuinely new forms—we are unable to shock or surprise (Fisher 3; Jameson 

112–135). Instead of innovation and experimentation, pastiche, appropriation and genre 

dominate cultural production ( Jameson 112–135). There is a widespread withering of the 

capacity to imagine. Or so it goes. 

  It is not difficult to observe this state of things; simply consider the rapidity of 

subcultural resurrection and appropriation as it occurs on various online platforms; one week this, 

the next week that. The cycles of resurrection and outmodedness increasingly short. Or, take a 

look at the current mainstream films in theaters—at the time of writing approximately half of the 

top ten films in the United States are remakes or sequels. Music production and the world of 

contemporary art are in many ways no different. As we’ve discussed,  sampling, appropriation, the 

use of the readymade and other deployments of consumerism and industry—as physical things, 

as techniques, and in their symbolic dimension —are in many ways a given in creative endeavors. 

Our more conservative or curmudgeonly cultural critics tell us we are in a time of decline, merely 

riding the achievements of the past (Castoriadis 39). Questions of authenticity, authorship, and 

originality are irrelevant. There is, after all, no outside. 

 We have seen that this inability to generate meaning, or perhaps its erosion, is a structural 

condition of life under capitalism. Capital’s tendency towards ever-displacing its own limits and 

its capacity for “deterritorialization” and “decoding”—the commodification of everything—

effectively dissolves any claim to authenticity and stability (Deleuze 34-35). The commodity, as a 

central form and process in capital, is predicated on equivalence, fungibility, and the liquefaction 

of meaning such that things become mere ruins of themselves; hollowed-out things capable of 
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being exchanged for anything else and capable of being injected with any-meaning-whatsoever. 

This process leads to an abyss of meaning in which genuine authenticity, uniqueness, and stability 

are void. The bottom of this abyss is ruin, death, and meaninglessness.  

 This anxiety over our collective incapacity to find a solution to our present predicament 

(widespread social injustice, violence, and impending ecological collapse) can be found expressed 

in the artifacts of mass culture. For instance, media which revolves around scenarios of collapse or 

catastrophe have gone from niche genre to mainstream staple (Beuret). A myriad of video games, 

novels, comics, movies, and television shows revolve around these scenarios and the survivors 

which populate its world (ibid). Nicolas Beuret and Gareth Brown, in an essay entitled “Dancing 

on the Grave: Salvage, The Walking Dead, and the End of Days” suggests that the 

preponderance of media which deals with this theme represents “an ongoing attempt by what we 

might term a mass culture to deal with, experiment with, articulate, and elaborate on, a set of 

hidden problematics affecting our capacity to act in (or transform) the world” (ibid). The author’s 

suggest, in a manner similar to that of Benjamin, that these cultural artifacts can be understood as 

an almost unconscious, or even “compulsive” expression of our collective fears and desires (ibid). 

While there is certainly no lack of apocalyptic scenarios in media throughout the ages (the 

middle ages in Europe are especially illustrative of this) the present manifestation of this is 

unique in some regard—singularly lonely, gloomy, depressed. Beuret and Brown explain that the 

contemporary fascination with the apocalyptic is particular to our time in two distinct ways. One, 

that the scenarios of collapse or apocalypse in this media does not occur over a definite period of 

time but is rather a perpetual present in which survivors must navigate and make do, and two, 

that rather than a collective condition, these scenarios are focused on the individual in the figure 

of the survivor (ibid). The author’s suggest that these conditions are the result of erosion of 

collectivity and a valorization of the individual subject in late capital (ibid). The perpetual present 

in these scenarios represents a break with a concept of “historical time” in which class struggle is 
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the motor of historical development (ibid). The author’s suggest that the figure of the “survivor” 

and the “salvage” aesthetic of these scenarios are in part an expression of the limits of a capacity 

to produce meaning (form and identity) in a world in which all aspects of life are mediated by 

capital and its ideology (ibid). A consequence of this cul-de-sac of the imagination is a sort of 

political resignation which in its more sinister form is the basis for a narcissistic, delusional 

politics of the individual against the world. 

 However, in keeping with our ongoing analysis and its logic—immanent critique—we 

will search for the potential to redirect or repurpose a destructive or negative process or concept 

towards something better, positive, and hopeful. In the tumble of meaning, the churning 

whirlpool in which meaning and meaninglessness are in a perpetual state of becoming and 

unbecoming our consumption is a pursuit. In a world in which the processes of capital liquidate 

all meaning we are searching. We are longing. Shopping takes on the urgency of a desperate 

attempt to fill the void, to assemble something from whats around us. We are longing and 

yearning for that which has not yet occurred. Trying to build something from the ruins. From 

this state the concept of salvage emerges.  

 Evan Calder Williams, in an essay entitled “Salvage”, attempts to articulate a political 

position and strategy immanent to a condition of collapse and ruin. Salvage, in its contemporary 

usage, states Williams, “designates the recuperation or search for value in what has already been 

destroyed” (Williams). Salvage, in its political valence—as articulated by Williams—is both a 

strategy of “accumulation” and a critical operation for finding meaning within the debris (ibid). 

What the concept of salvage provides us is a method of production that develops and extends the 

operations of choice and selection we have already discussed. Salvage recognizes the fact that there 

is no outside to the processes of capital and that we are surrounded by its ruins, fragments, and 

debris. Salvage teaches us that we have everything we need to achieve what we are collectively 

longing for. Thus, it is not a matter of producing something new as an alternative to our current 
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world, but rather looking at what we have and recognizing that the ephemeral, fragmented, 

precarious, and transient nature of meaning in our world is an opportunity to build something 

different. 

Girls’ Last Tour. 

 We have thus far discussed the theoretical and conceptual elements and interests that 

animate my practice. We will now discuss, in brief, the installation itself, Girls’ Last Tour. 

 The title of the installation is a one-to-one appropriation of a title from an anime series 

that originally ran from 2014-2018. The series, Girls’ Last Tour, revolves around the day to day 

experiences of two girls roaming a frigid wasteland—the cause of which is unclear and 

undisclosed although the ubiquitous presence of decaying military equipment suggests an 

anthropogenic origin. The show is unique in some regard in its characters’ relationship to their 

apocalyptic background. The characters seem unaffected, unbothered, they simply accept that this 

is the way things are although sometimes wonder about how things used to be. There are no 

enemies, no battles—minimum strife. The characters enter into temporary and precarious 

community with other survivors (of which there are only a few) and the objects that surround 

them. In this world all meaning is speculative, ambiguous. Everything is available for use—often 

in unexpected ways. A steaming pipe in an abandoned industrial complex becomes a hot bath. A 

crumbling building becomes a bridge. The shows protagonists, Yuuri and Chito, simply make do 

with what is at hand. 

 As we’ve discussed, the dissolution of meaning that occurs via the processes of capital 

presents to us both a destructive face and the possibility of producing something different from 

the hollowed-out objects, ruins and fragments. Various operations have been identified that make 

strategic use of this condition: allegory, choice, selection, and salvage. None of these operations 
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are precisely good or bad, but rather ambiguous, precarious, and contingent. These operations are 

simultaneously methods of construction and heuristic devices. Their use is up to us. This is not, I 

repeat, an embrace of the world as it is, nor is it a capitulation to the processes of capital. Rather, 

it is a recognition of the state of things and an attempt to overcome it through immanent 

critique. The installation, Girls’ Last Tour, reflects these conditions, concepts, and operations in a 

number of ways. 

 The viewer, upon entering the gallery, is met with what appears to be a large shelving 

system or display, although its exact nature is somewhat ambiguous and perhaps a bit perplexing. 

Further exploration of the installation reveals further uncertainty. Is this thing a sculpture? Are 

the objects which are suspended from it or adorning the sculpture and the overall display unit 

merely a pedestal or shelf of some nature? The installation appears to be composed of a number 

of ambiguous and contradictory elements. The primary structural elements of the display (if we 

can call it that) seem to assert both their autonomy and their reliance all at once. These structures 

stand on their own—wedged between floor and ceiling—without mutual support from the other 

structures (eight in all) yet somehow work together to create a larger whole whose purpose is to 

suspend a few meagre objects between them. Further inspection reveals that the relatively sparse 

selection of objects suspended from the display fall into two categories: clothing-hangers and 

emergency food rations. The clothing-hangers appear as if made from bone. Forty of these nearly 

identical morbid things are suspended pell-mell from steel rods that bridge the gaps between the 

primary structural members. None of these hangers seem to be doing their job. Nothing is 

suspended from them. On the other hand, the rations rest upon acrylic shelves rather than they 

themselves being a sort of display mechanism. There are nine shelves total, each with one ‘type’ of 

ration on them. The display, as has been suggested, is one of meagerness rather than plenty. But 

then again, perhaps it speaks of boutique sophistication instead? A continued exploration of the 

installation might bring to light any number of ambiguous conditions, contradictions, and 
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oppositions—horizontal/vertical, autonomous/heteronomous, decorative/functional, ornament/

art, bespoke/standardized. This list is not necessarily critically representative nor exhaustive but 

rather demonstrates an primary characteristic or structuring logic of the work—ambiguity and 

contradiction. The installation invites the viewer to think dialectically; to consider the creative 

and destructive potential of the collision between contradictory elements and the flexibility of 

preserving these contradictions and ambiguities. 

 Beyond the overall macro formal elements of the installation—its overall form, its major 

components—the most prominent feature of the installation is its overall baroque appearance. The 

installation is, in a somewhat contradictory manner, teeming with detail—a sort of decorative 

schema reminiscent of a medieval reliquary, every inch covered in cabochons, spolia, and 

ornamental flourish. I say “contradictory manner” as our initial impression of the installation was 

one that emphasized its spareness; its meagerness. It is almost as if the installation is trying to 

compensate for its poverty through its decorative mania. The structure itself is adorned with 

polished, glittering aluminum bars bolted to its surface. These bars are covered in tiny, crisp, semi-

transparent images. Upon inspection these images are apparently the result of image-searches and 

webpages captured and printed in full. There are hundreds upon hundreds of tiny images and text 

captions—possibly thousands—more than the eye can discern or make sense of, and the logic of 

these images is somewhat unclear as well. How do they relate to one another? How do they relate 

to the overall sculpture or display? It is unclear what to make of these objects. Their relation to 

one another is tenuous, vague, and without any apparent meaning or logic. The overall impression 

is one of ‘overload’ and perhaps ‘randomness.’ One simply cannot take it all in at once. It requires 

one to scan, parse, and select. In the absence of any clear meaning the viewer is left to construct 

their own. As such, any relation the images and objects have to one another is mediated by an 

individual; these images, taken out of context, can assume any fantastical arrangement of 

meaning and association a viewing subject is able to take to them. The result is something akin to 
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what we discussed earlier in regard to Claire Bishop’s characterization of our digital moment; we 

search, we drift—in pursuit of precarious and subjective meaning. We are not constructing 

something new precisely, but rather something different from what we have at hand.  

 The decorative aspect of the installation bears further unpacking. As has been noted, there 

is a tension that exists between the more “off-the-shelf ” construction materials and commodities, 

and the application of ornamentation to its surface. This latter aspect is of particular importance 

to our conversation and reveals itself to be one of the primary aesthetic operations at work in the 

installation—a sort of depthless surface ornamentation or decorative element. This is expressed 

most fully in in the abundance of images, decals, and stickers that adorn the structure, although 

the application of mass-produced, slightly altered commodities onto the surface functions in 

much the same way. As we meander through the space we see not only the images—drawn from 

the internet—which adorn the structure, but also small stickers scattered across the structure and 

the objects that it contains. Small cherries, strawberries, watermelons, smiley-faces—tiny stickers 

and decals that converse in a language of childish or adolescent customization and ownership; 

hackneyed, conventional, prototypical sticker imagery. Likewise, large colorful ribbon stickers are 

scattered across the space. Identical double-bow ribbons in glittering satin colors ranging from 

red to blue, to green, to yellow, and to purple. What are we to make of this depthless 

ornamentation?  

 Nicholas Korody, in an essay entitled “Mere Decorating” considers the manner in which 

the decorative, as a category of creative production, has been relegated to a lower position in the 

hierarchy of the arts or otherwise denigrated (Korody). Korody suggests that the decorative and 

decoration has been in part derided because of its status as a form of labor that is typically 

associated with the domestic sphere, femininity, and gay men (ibid). Because of this condition 

decoration and the decorative arts constitute a field of unrecognized and uncompensated labor, 

particularly in regard to its use in the upkeep and maintenance of existing space as reproductive 
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labor or “fancy work” (ibid). The decorative, in Korody’s argument, is the unrecognized labor that 

produces habitable, dwell-able, idiosyncratic, personal, and productive spaces through the 

placement and upkeep of objects and things within a pre-existing space (ibid). Decorating occurs, 

suggests Korody, via the the accumulation of external, “outsourced” ideas that are filtered through 

the individual subject who projects an ideal version of oneself through the placement and 

maintenance of objects and things (ibid). The production of the identity can appear in the most 

innocuous of places (ibid). 

 We can thus understand the decorative not merely as the application of ornament to 

surface, but as a properly productive, creative endeavor. The decorative is a means of creating and 

maintaining space through the use of what is available rather than the production of something 

new. It involves a relationship with alterity, otherness, and the collective. It is the production of 

something different—in oneself and in the world—from that which already exists. At once both 

desperate and utopic. Desperate because the very limits imposed on production (of meaning, 

form, identity) from the capitalist mode of production and exchange. Utopic because these very 

conditions—which seem to foreclose the possibility of meaning and authenticity and that are 

predicated upon destruction and exploitation—remind us of the transiency of things, the 

possibility of change and of making something better, and the creative potential of our collective 

dreams and desires. 
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