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An Animal Gazes

Rikke Hansen

We inevitably arrive at the animal question late. No biological, zoological or phenomenological account of a primary human-animal kinship can do away with centuries of segregation and marginalisation of non-human animal beings. We may look for new models to understand human-animal relations; we may even find ‘truer’ ones, but we cannot do away with the history that has conditioned that thing we call ‘life’ for so long. To paraphrase Fanon: we come too late, much too late; there will always be a world – a human world - between us and them.
   

What lies in the gaze of an animal? In his Aesthetic Theory, Theodor Adorno notes that that there ‘is nothing so expressive as the eyes of animals – especially apes, which seem objectively to mourn that they are not human’.
 It is an odd claim. Starring into the eyes of animals we find something which is not quite us, but which seemingly longs to be us: an animal who desires to have a hand instead of a paw, language instead of a grunt, skin instead of fur. Why only ‘seemingly’? Because: this is not really their longing, but ours. It is the word ‘objectively’ that gives the game away. ‘Objectivity’, this term which, in a colloquial sense, refers to something more or less neutral or verifiable, signals, to Adorno, that which appears to come from a place beyond subjectivity, to exist independently of the human subject. In the encounter with the animal gaze, the subject momentarily loses itself in the non-identical, but discovers, at the same time, the promise of what Adorno elsewhere calls ‘a human society that includes animals’.
 In a 1956 radio conversation with his friend and colleague, Max Horkheimer, Adorno states that ‘philosophy is really only there to redeem what lies in the gaze of an animal’.
 The German term for redemption is Erlösung; the word also means ‘to deliver from a spell’. The animal gaze is subject to the power of a spell; it is enchanted, not by nature as such, but by the power of modernity that keeps nature in place. 

The exhibition, The Animal Gaze, brings together the work of over 40 contemporary, international artists whose practices all centre, one way or the other, on what Derrida calls ‘the question of the animal’.
 Importantly, these works do not simply illustrate a ‘theme’ that may be easily replaced by any other. Instead, animals are shown to present a problem to and for art. Where modern art tended to reduce animal form to abstraction or symbolism, the works included in The Animal Gaze bring the very notion of animality to the fore. In what follows, I will be setting out some of the ways in which this exhibition addresses the animal question. These categories are in no way mutually exclusive; several works fall into more than one group and some sit uneasily at the edges, And yet, looking through the artists’ material, I cannot help but to see certain ‘topics’ take precedence over others. Here I shall be discussing four of these:

1. Animal Displays

There are actually two issues at stake here: the first deals with a critique of museum systems and the division of life forms; the second addresses the way in which the live animal is turned into a spectacle. Both are united, as indicated, through the idea of the ‘display’. In the display, everything is staged in relation to a ‘front’; every element awaits the viewer. The zoo and the dog show are both ‘stages’ of sorts, upon which a series of human-animal performances take place. Even natural history museums have started to bring ‘life’ back into their displays through the incorporation of interactive elements. You do not have to be human - or even alive – to act.

Never work with children or animals. Neither can tell the difference between performance and real life. The performance theorist Richard Schechner reiterates this common belief when he notes that the ‘great difference between human and non-human performers is the ability of humans to lie and pretend’.
 It is pretty much the same view, although with an added layer of reflexivity, that we find in Lacan’s ‘The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian Unconscious’, an essay which Derrida takes to put forward, or to pose, the idea that an animal is ‘characterized by an incapacity to pretend to pretend’.
 Performance implies a ‘doubling’. Those who are able to perform only possess this ability because they know that they may discontinue the performance at any moment, that they may step off-stage and simply be who they ‘are’ or who they normally ‘pretend to be’. This is why only a fully formed subject has the ability to pretend to pretend. Animals may well, according to Lacanian psychoanalysis, be made to do tricks but they have no way of framing these acts as performance. In other words, animals cannot perform because, in a sense, they perform all the time. To ‘perform’ is to imagine the gaze of another, to become both seer and seen. In his essay ‘Eye and Mind’, Merleau-Ponty asks: ‘what if, like certain animals, we had lateral eyes with no cross-blending of visual fields? Such a body would not reflect itself; it would be an almost adamantine body, not really flesh, not really the body of a human being’.
 

The works in The Animal Gaze question this common belief. Here, animals are shown to possess some form of agency within the formations of their own displays. Natural history displays come alive at night, show dogs step out of line during an unsupervised moment, and a bird in a cage strikes a pose for no apparent reason other than self-presentation. These performing animals teach us something about an anxiety at the heart of the human-animal distinction. Performance, human and animal, consists of a cluster of actions, a series of negotiations between bodies; yet, the reason that these animal displays are so unnerving is that they suggest the possibility of animals ‘acting’ whilst escaping the human gaze. Faced with such possibility, we attempt to domesticate animal performances by classifying them as courtship displays or mere instinctive reactions. Yet, is it not by watching animals that we learn about our own everyday performances? In Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus we are told that the brown stagemaker bird (Scenopoeetes dentirostris) each morning lays down landmarks ‘by dropping leaves it picks from its tree, and then turning them upside down so the paler underside stands out against the dirt’.
 Here, an animal marks its territory by literally creating a ‘scene’.  

2. The Impact of Camera Technologies on Human-Animal Relations 

My second observation has to do with the sheer volume of works that use still or moving camera technologies to frame human-animal encounters. In this context, it is important to remember that ‘the animal’ has itself grown up with the camera, from the early ‘camera gun’ recordings of animal locomotion by Eadweard Muybridge and Jules-Etienne Maray, to the use of real and animated animal characters in avant-garde and mainstream cinema. Animals lend their bodies to be photographed. As living, moving subjects they present the perfect opportunity for us to test the limits of the camera, with the added benefit that we do not need their permission to take the picture. In the process, the photographic image is the material evidence of the aesthetic pleasure we take in watching the ‘living Other’. 

According to Linda Williams, an intrusive, sexualised gaze characterises Muybridge’s early photographs.
 Such images move towards the pornographic range of the spectrum because behind this scopophilic desire for the real lies the assumption that animals are not simply ‘faking it’. In the early photographic image, the desire for the ‘living Other’ mingles with the modernist longing for the authentic. The love affair between the camera and the animal therefore has all to do with the latter’s perceived inability to ‘act’. The cinematic works of, for example, Bresson and Herzog borrow heavily from this assumption, incorporating animals into the filmic narrative as mere ‘models’, actors who cannot act, but who simply ‘are’ on screen. 

At the same time, technologies of vision continue to challenge our perception. The camera seeks out the places we would otherwise not have access to. It transforms a body into colour, movement and affect. It gives us the ‘smile’ without the ‘Cheshire cat’. Viewed in this way, an animal body is not so different from a human one. All bodies are in the process of becoming. 

3. Animals as Material

Thirdly, The Animal Gaze shows us how animals are used as material in increasingly complex ways. Since the 1960s, artists have been introducing living animals into the gallery as part of their work. Notable in this context are Jannis Kounellis’ Horses, 1969, in which the artist brought a group of live horses into the Galleria L’Attico in Rome, and Joseph Beuys’ I Like America and America Likes Me, 1974, an inter-species performance piece with Beuys and an American coyote as the only players. However, where Kounellis and Beuys used living animals to challenge the autonomy of the modern artwork and offset the purity of the so-called white cube gallery space, the focus of the works in this exhibition appears to be elsewhere. And so, when I refer to ‘animals as material’ within the context of The Animal Gaze, I mean it in a slightly different way. 

In some works, animals are used not so much as ‘material’ in a conventional sense, but more in the sense of co-creators. Crucially, these works are still framed by and for a human gaze, but the unpredictability of animal behaviour under otherwise controlled circumstances echoes the open-endedness of the creative process. What we are presented with is, in a sense, a literal enactment of Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of becoming-animal. In this encounter between several ‘artists’, some human and some animal, the human subject loses itself in an-other. Here, the familiar meets the strange as the specific is opened up towards the possible. It is a process that involves a myriad of becomings: ‘becoming-rat’, ‘becoming-insect’, ‘becoming-wolf’.

Other works address the fact that animals are already material for human consumption prior to entering into an art context. Food consumption constitutes one of the major interfaces between humans and animals. What and where we eat – and importantly do not eat – is subject to a wide range of taboos. These taboos are put in place to protect the limits of the ‘strictly human’. As a result, the workings of the meat and dairy industry are necessarily obscured; some distance is needed between the production and the consumption/reception of such goods to protect the human-animal border. The animal ‘product’ (or the representation of such) which we encounter in this exhibition refers, therefore, to a discursive site beyond the gallery walls. In other words, what has changed since the 1960s is the locus of critique and not just the strategy. 

4. Human-Animal Portraits

The final topic I want to discuss is that of the human-animal portrait. While actual animal portraits are not unheard of in the history of art, such imagery tends to be characterized by a high level of anthropomorphism. We seem to only recognise something as a face when it carries human likeness, hence Levinas’ comment that ‘the phenomenon of the face is not in its purest form in the dog’.
 How do you create a portrait of someone without a face? The portraits in The Animal Gaze are striking not so much because of what is there but because of what is missing. In some cases the animals have left; their quarters presented as if they were crime scenes in which the traces are left to speak for themselves. We learn to look at these spaces with animal eyes. What to a human may look like a storage space affords a dwelling for a cat or a dog. 

In other images animals stare back at us. Sometimes their eyes are piercing, other times their gaze is blocked.  There is either too much or too little presence here. John Berger notes how, in a zoo, animals fail to return our gaze: ‘They look sideways. They look blindly beyond’.
 This is why zoos disappoint. Their public purpose is to offer visitors the chance to look at animals; yet, this remains a one-way encounter. But the desire for the gaze to be returned remains. When interviewing divers, Alphonso Lingis discovered how the high point of their experience was not to distinguish some rare fish ‘but to be observed by them’.  ‘Under the gaze of the shark,’ Lingis writes, ‘your eyes entirely cease to be organs for observing, cease to be organs, become only surfaces’.
 The desire for the reciprocation of the gaze is also the desire for the annihilation of the eye/I; it is the desire to be with animals, to belong to their world, rather than merely looking in from the outside.  Some of the works in The Animal Gaze show humans and animals together, double portraits in which bodies exist alongside each other, a momentary glimpse of a non-hierarchical community that includes both humans and animals. 

The appearance of animals in contemporary art challenges the nature-culture distinction which underpins the modernist conception of the artwork. Animals disturb this dualism by not belonging fully to either the category of ‘nature’ or the category of ‘culture’. The works included in The Animal Gaze do not so much answer ‘the question of the animal’ as show us how animals pose a multitude of questions to art and to thought in general.  To address the animal question in art is to investigate what animals do to art. In the above, I have suggested some of the different forms these investigations take. What drives them is a curiosity about the roles of non-human animals in more-than-human worlds, but what is discovered in the process is a series of paradoxes at the heart of a variety of art media and genres, from photography, to performance, to portraiture.  
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