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Jessica Eaton’s structured, incandescent 
images tend to evoke the molecular. Her 

solo exhibition at Red Bull 381 Projects—
the gallery’s last—closed the space with 
the sparkle of many tiny bangs. The Sas-
katchewan-born, Vancouver-schooled and 
now Montreal-based artist’s photographs 
call for close viewing; they don’t readily 
reveal what they are or how they’ve mate-
rialized. As such, this unfamiliarity gives 
them a striking sense of possibility. 

To start with what can be seen, they 
glow. In particular, the nested layers of the 
Cubes for Albers and Lewitt series (abbre-
viated to cfaal; all works 2010) seem to be 
lit from within. Interpolation Dramatiza-
tion 4 and 108_21 show smaller blocks of 
shade and colour set in morphing, shuf-
fling grids. All of the compositions are 
filled with straight lines, though the edges 
are soft, some ever so slightly fringed with 
light. Large, velvety brush strokes, worn 

corners and visible wood grain provide 
just enough texture for the shapes to ex-
ert objectness, held up by shadows cast on 
the solid ground beneath them. Distinct-
ly photographic tones—certain ranges of 
grey, bright magentas and cyans—are in-
terspersed throughout a vibrant palette. 
Diverse visual references are called up: mini-
malist paintings, isometric diagrams, pixi-
lated swatches and vision tests.

These appearances raise questions con-
cerning the images’ categorical status and 
construction—they’re obviously photo-
graphic, but it’s unclear exactly how. Such 
apprehension means Eaton’s process is of-
ten forefront in discussions of her work; 
each of these images comes from a single 
scan of a 4×5 negative, output on an ink-
jet printer, the different effects achieved 
through multiple exposures, masking and 
camera movement. To create the cube-
within-a-cube effect, a large dark cube, a me-
dium grey cube and a small light-coloured 
cube were photographed in succession, 
through different colour lens filters. Dark-
er surfaces reflect less light onto the film, 
leaving available space on the negative, 
while lighter ones reflect more, exhausting 
the grain. Each cube, lit from the side, has 

three tonal values, making each overlap-
ping surface a unique variable. While it’s 
gratifying to work through such technical 
details, knowing what the images are and 
how they came to be doesn’t subdue their 
mystery, it only leads to a long list of col-
lapsing distinctions: abstraction and repre-
sentation, duration and  instantaneousness, 
calculation and chance. 

Photographs always show us something 
that is impossible to see because a mechan-
ical eye lacks distinctive characteristics of 
human perception: sensitivity,  unreliability, 
slowness and constant motion. Troubling 
this relationship, Eaton uses the measured 
system of the camera to develop opportu-
nities for surprise, multiplied through each 
exposure. If Eaton’s images leaned more 
heavily on digital compositing, they would 
still be beautiful; their logic would just be 
less intriguing. Though wary of fetishizing 
analogue processes, her photographs’ most 
captivating qualities rely on a correspond-
ence to real-time physical facts.

This indexicality takes on a sculptural 
dimension, as the negatives are built up in 
blocks of textured colour using light and 
time. Rarely are negatives so relevant; they 
usually exist as a forgotten step between 
event and image, or as sources of collaga-
ble data. 108_21 illustrates the physicality 
of the negative in a particular way: Eaton 
assembled a wall of wooden blocks, which 
she photographed 108 times onto a single 
sheet of film—limiting each exposure to 
a different square on a 9×12 grid. In be-
tween each click of the shutter, she de-
stroyed and rebuilt the wall, resulting in a 
chance composition that was only seen lat-
er when the film was developed.  Eaton’s la-
bour differs from that of Thomas  Demand 
and Georges Rousse, both of whom also 
create perceptual uncertainty with their 
photographs but whose efforts go into 
building something for the camera. By con-
trast, Eaton builds with, or even inside the 
 camera. Compari sons with other contem-
porary photo graphers don’t readily spring 
to mind (a pleasant blank), though in their 
 physicality and medium  reflexivity, there 
is some  affinity with Wolfgang  Tillman’s 

hunger. While the contemporary culinary follies of Rubell and 
Azoulay promote food’s power to entertain, historic works engaged 
with food’s political power: its ability to sustain and to nourish. 

Tiravanija’s first pad thai project was also engaged with failure 
in representation—albeit with a degree of self-reflexive critical-
ity that recuperated that failure and structured it into the work’s 
too-often overlooked social critique. On the night Untitled (pad 
thai) opened, while Tiravanija laboured over the dinner he was 
about to serve, visitors to the gallery took him to be the caterer.

Which brings us back to signification, and its failure.  Azoulay’s 
work is both a synaesthetic love poem to fireworks and an elegy 

to their failed semiotic likeness, which neither salad nor sculpture 
nor sound art can wholly describe. This places Carnation Thunder 
in the unenviable position of simultaneously acknowledging and 
rejecting the impossibility of representing fireworks—a contradic-
tion that Azoulay demonstrated awareness of even as a child. In 
this way, a degree of self-consciousness enters Carnation  Thunder, 
with the work serving as an extended elegy to that precocious 
childhood self.

Liz Linden is an artist and writer based in Brooklyn, New York.
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 Impossible Colour series (1997; 2001–ongoing). 
Joseph Albers and Sol Lewitt are explicit 

art historical references, but they’re called 
up with the sentiment of a novel’s dedica-
tion page rather than as keywords for con-
ceptual links. Even cfaal 59, which clearly 
echoes Albers’ immense series of paint-
ing and prints, Homage to Square (1940s–
1960s) seems peacefully self-contained, 
as if arriving at the same conclusion (or 
question), independently. Eaton’s process 
resembles Albers’ too: the studio as a labo-
ratory where carefully controlled amounts 
of colour are combined in particular orders. 
Accordingly, the images feel experimental, 
like beautiful test results approaching some 
larger unknown.

Subtractive colour theory is an analo-
gue photographer’s game, but  Interpolation 
Dramatization 4 turns to the digital blend-
ing enabled by image-manipulation soft-
ware, which can increase the resolution of 
a file by generating additional pixels based 
on the average values of surrounding ones. 
Starting with a wall of dark and light blocks, 
Eaton shifted the camera up and down, and 
side to side, between multiple exposures, 
creating the effect of a closely cropped dig-
ital zoom. Albers stressed the adaptability 
of vision—how the eye adapts and com-
pensates, filling in and relativizing informa-
tion. Similarly, Interpolation made me stop 
and think about how the human eye adapts 
to digital light, how viewing information 
on screens for hours every day might actu-
ally, immediately and over time, alter one’s 
perception of the off-screen world. 

Just as those versed in art history can 
interpret Eaton’s photographs with know-
ledge of modern and conceptual move-
ments, those of us who have spent hours 
fumbling around in darkrooms can read 
them with a nuanced physical awareness. 
Such understandings add other layers to 
Eaton’s photographs, but what makes them 
so compelling is their ability to transcend 
such labels and techniques, to directly ab-
sorb viewers in the pleasure of images 
through their radiant, mysterious integrity. 

Rose Bouthillier is a curator, writer and artist currently 
based in Toronto.

 Marcel Dzama, Turning into Puppets [Volviendose
Marionetas], 2011, steel, wood, aluminum, and motor
165.1 cm µ 198.1 cm

Winnipeg-born, New York–based artist Marcel Dzama’s multi- 
media practice—encompassing drawing, sculpture, diorama 

and now film—has consistently involved an interplay between 
historical and contemporary narratives that uses dream logic to 
unlock the psychic effects of quotidian materials and forms. Influ-
enced by surrealist approaches, such as dream analysis and auto-
matic writing, Dzama’s works bring together a cast of animal and 
human figures who struggle (sometimes violently) with one an-
other and with their environment in scenarios that simultaneous-
ly evoke childhood games and late-19th-century guerilla warfare. 
But while his earlier projects subtly reworked the representation-
al strategies of Marcel Duchamp and others associated with the 
modernist avant-garde, in his recent solo exhibition at New York’s 
 David Zwirner gallery, Dzama’s appropriation of these themes 
takes on an explicitly gendered dimension. In an exhibition that 
gradually builds from Dzama’s characteristic two-dimensional 
drawings to larger-than-life-sized sculpture and, finally, to a live-
action video of a ballet conceived by the artist, Behind Every Cur-
tain focuses on the links between chess, art and the subconscious 
that long preoccupied the work of people like Duchamp.  Rather 
than offering us an ambivalent pastiche of the modern avant-garde, 
however, Dzama’s work invests surrealist tropes with a rich sub-
stratum of new meanings that seem to respond to the contingen-
cies of the time and space in which he works.

The exhibition opens with Untitled (Winnipeg was won, Win-
nipeg was one) (2009), a large, panoramic drawing in three sec-
tions that maps out a fictitious and epic battle set in the artist’s 
hometown. Recalling the narrative structure of medieval battle 
representations (such as the Bayeux Tapestry), Dzama employs his 
trademark palette of muted browns, olive green, rusted burgundy 
and steel blue to depict a human conflict that is firmly set in an am-
biguous past, yet unmoored from any particular historical moment. 
Organized in “shots” numbered from 1 to 59, in much the same way 
that a commercial film is plotted out on a storyboard, the dozens 
of figures who march and fight alongside one another engage in 
a serious, yet strangely bloodless, battle over unknown spoils. On 
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