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am going to start with two quotes. The first is from 
an article by Martin Herbert published in Art Review 
in 2000, which I’ve put in for Nigel’s benefit. It 

reads, ‘sometimes there is nothing to say about a line, 
but there’s always something to say about an elephant.’ 
And the second is from Marc Chagall. ‘And so if in a 
painting I cut off the head of a cow, if I put the head 
upside down, if I have sometimes worked my paintings 
the wrong way up, it is not to make literature. It is to 
give my picture a psychic shock that is always motivated 
by plastic reasons ... If finally, one nevertheless 
discovers a symbol in my picture, it was strictly 
unintentional on my part.’ Here are two conditions of 
response to the animal in art; something to say and 
nothing to say. Most of what I am talking about today 
starts out from this conundrum. This problem deepens 
when we consider the fact that questions of how we 
address the animal figure, how we speak to it, from it 
and of it, parallels the question of how we speak of the 
artwork. How do we meet the challenge of the 
inadequacy of language before or in the artwork? 
Furthermore, entangled with these questions are those 
artists who seek identification with the animal for all 
manner of reasons: ritual, aesthetic, psychological, 
sexual, escapist, or political. A short list of these artists 
would range across the century from Max Ernst and 
Leonora Carrington to Frieda Kahlo, Joseph Beuys, 
Toledo, and more recently Oleg Kulik, Zhang Huan, and 
Tania Bruguera. Apollinaire’s words to the effect that 
‘artists are above all men who want to become 
inhuman’ seem pertinent here, but the fact that the 
word is ‘inhuman’ and not ‘animal’ already opens up a 
discourse around art, language and identity that pushes 
towards the edges of human expression and identity. 
Which sometimes pretty much amounts to the same 
thing.  
 On even brief consideration, we can already see 
how this particular entanglement of the animal with the 
aesthetic, centres on a problematic relation with 
language. In fact, this awkward and unstable triad of 
animal, art, and language, should be an important 
consideration in any analysis of twentieth century 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
animal art. However, there is another possible 
argument here, which implicitly opposes my version of 
the elision of the animal with the aesthetic. This 
suggests that the links between the animal and the 
aesthetic are determined by the fact that art is a 
thoroughly human activity that freely turns to selected 
objects and media as it chooses. A history of twentieth 
century animal art based on this view would be an 
inventory of artistic genres in which the animal is 
merely one malleable object amongst many. Here, art 
epitomises what it is to be human, and perhaps I should 
add, confidently and unproblematically so. Paul 
Crowther has argued, in a book entitled Art and 
embodiment: from aesthetics to self-consciousness, 
published in 1993, that art objects are expressions of 
‘freedom’, available for recognition by others and 
creating a reciprocal relation between ‘our sense of 
freedom and our species identity.’ Crowther believes 
that, whilst animals share in rudimentary form many of 
the capacities by which we humans are self-conscious 
(attention, comprehension, projection), ‘mere animal 
consciousness’ lacks a sense of species identity, 
personal freedom, and reversibility. Reversibility, 
incidentally, is defined as the capacity to see oneself as 
part of a broader phenomenological field. However, as 
Steve Baker has shown on numerous occasions, animal 
art poses all sorts of challenges to the idea of a 
coherent species identity, subverting not just the notion 
of the human but the animal as well.  
 Now the issue of species identity is not one I 
particularly want to get into today. Instead, my concern 
is with the relationship between the animal and the 
aesthetic, as in turn part of a bigger question about the 
general status of animal images and the limits of 
communicability. I believe, as I’ve written elsewhere, 
that there are detrimental ways in which the attempt to 
describe the gap between animal and image has relied 
too heavily on theories of the sign dominated by 
linguistics at the expense of the visual. And I will take 
this up in some detail later. In the meantime I want to 
consider the very fine line between the phrases the 
animal in art, the animal of art, and the animal as art. For 

I 

 
This talk is going to explore a number of issues in relation to animals and aesthetics. Overall, the 

question I am posing has to do with the place of animal imagery in human-animal relations. One of my 

suggestions is that images, or rather image making, has the same importance as other forms of 

practices within the biodynamics of human-animal relations, because of the constraints on inter-
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me, this issue is fundamentally a historical one. For 
instance, to what degree can we talk about the erosion 
of the borderline between the animal and the aesthetic 
in the early twentieth century? From the 1960s 
onwards, things like performance art and environmental 
art inevitably transformed the animal from art object to 
living artwork so the borderline between the animal and 
the aesthetic became much more evidently permeable. 
This is exemplified, for instance, by Mark Wallinger’s A 
real work of art (1993). This painting depicts a racehorse 
of the same name, which the artist had bought and 
raced. As a thoroughbred the horse was already an 
artwork, though Wallinger well understands that this 
notion of the aesthetic is made up of many strands: ‘the 
thoroughbred is itself an ambivalence ... [it is] instinct 
become eugenic theory become economics ... they [i.e. 
the horses] question their own construction as 
painting/bloodstock/trophy and reflect the desires of 
the viewer to fill out their missing dimensions.’ The 
animal has the potential to do the work of art before it 
is ever an object for art; is always an inhabitant within 
the domain of aesthetics.  
 But even in the more classically figural artworks 
of the early twentieth century we find reasons, albeit 
different, for this overlapping of the animal with the 
aesthetic. Wallinger’s work on horses echoes Hubert 
Heseltine’s quest to sculpt the ideal horse in 1912, a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
project, which developed further from 1921 onwards 
when he began his sculptural series of outstanding 
animals that had won prizes at British agricultural 
shows. The wildlife paintings of the Swedish artist 
Bruno Liljefors in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century offer a different example. What 
makes Liljefors’ work so striking arises from his 
appreciation of the significance of colour and 
camouflage in situating creatures in the landscape? As a 
result, he actively engaged the viewer to search more 
carefully for the outlines of animals in his canvases, just 
as one would do as a hunter or an observer outdoors. 
Because hunting played such an important part in 
wildlife art, either as a practice or as a provider of 
animal models in the work of Liljefors, Carl Rungius, 
Wilhelm Kuhnert, George Lodge, Louis Agassiz Fuertes, 
and Peter Scott amongst many others, we can see how 
the production of artworks is integral to some of the 
practices that dominate human-animal relations; in 
these instances, agriculture and hunting. There is an 
interesting contemporary version of this in the work of 
Olly and Suzi in which animals co-create the artwork. 
Their work has a sense of grandeur involving 
expeditions to stunning locations, and is recorded by a 
spectacular travelogue-style photography. This quest for 
what I take to be a kind of animal sublime, incorporates  
its own anti-sublime as the animal ignores, eats, 

Bruno Liljefors 
Winterfox, Oil on canvas - 56 x 82cm, 1929  
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defecates on, or walks across the artwork it is co-
creating. We could continue these examples. For 
instance, we can note the significance of the 
slaughterhouse, and the centrality of meat in the human 
diet, for the work of Chaim Soutine, Francis Bacon, 
Damien Hirst, Carolee Schneeman, and Tania Bruguera.  

Once one begins to look at all this artwork, and 
I am barely scratching the surface here, it begs the 
question as to why there are no adequate studies of 
animals in twentieth century art. Indeed, it seems to me 
that a history of twentieth century art is inadequate 
without this topic being taken into account. Steve Baker 
is one exception to this. However, he dismisses the 
significance of pre-postmodern animal art in his book 
The Postmodern Animal, either because it marks the 
absence of the animal or, when the animal does appear, 
it is not really addressed as such. In other words, it 
appears that the agenda of the artwork has nothing to 
do with animals but uses animal to point towards 
something else. This does not seem justified even for 
the small numbers of earlier artists I have mentioned so 
far, let alone the many more that I do not have time to 
discuss from German expressionism, surrealism, art 
brut, to the Cobra collective and so on. There are also 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
question marks for me over the adequacy of the 
termpostmodern art as a genre which seems to begin, 
as the earliest illustrations in Baker’s book implicitly 
suggest, with Picasso’s Bull’s Head of 1942, and Robert 
Rauschenberg’s Monogram which dates from 1955-9. In 
the main, animal art history for the twentieth century is 
largely scattered through articles, magazines and 
exhibition catalogues. It is fragmentary and most of it is 
under-theorised. It is hard to offer more than some 
sketchy speculations why this is the case so I am going 
to avoid those. The marginalisation of the animal in 
academic study has been a longstanding difficulty. But I 
think one of the problems that is easily identifiable 
arises from the way that animal studies has derived its 
theoretical frameworks, not from considerations of the 
specifics of human-animal relations, from which one 
could work outwards both theoretically and historically, 
but has derived its tenets from the domain of human-
human relations, and these conceived at quite an 
abstract level. Baker, for instance, is caught in an old 
trap of having to elevate his version of postmodernism 
via a negation of what is in effect a parodic version of 
what has gone before, rather than taking as a starting 
point the specifics and variability of animal art. This also  
 

Robert Rauschenberg 
Monogram, 1955, Freestanding combine: oil, paper, fabric, printed paper, printed reproductions, metal, wood, rubber shoe 

heel, and tennis ball on canvas, with oil on Angora goat and rubber tire, on wood platform mounted on four casters; 42 x 63 
1/4 x 64 1/2 in. Art  ©  Robert Rauschenberg/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY 

 

 



 7

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
limits the possibilities of assessing the ways in which this 
highly complicated relation of the animal to the 
aesthetic has emerged out of particular configurations 
of human-animal relations in modernity.  

However, I am not saying here that animal art is 
in any simple sense an expression of these relations 
because it invokes, as I mentioned at the beginning, the 
question of this double, self-reinforcing inexpressibility 
that is provoked by the conjunction of the animal and 
the aesthetic, a conjunction that is possibly implicit, or 
at least present in some form or other, in all human-
animal relations. There are many levels to this. For 
instance, in Picasso’s Guernica, painted in 1937, Baker 
conceives of the animals as a ‘necessary part of the 
political symbolism’, by which I think he means that they 
are simply allegorical, and to some extent this would be 
correct. But one can track these animals, the horse and 
the bull, through a much richer trajectory that begins 
with Picasso’s first sketch for the painting drawn on the 
afternoon of the May Day rally in Paris in 1937, in which 
a million people marched in protest at the Guernica 
bombing. This depicted a horse, a bull, and a woman. 
Picasso’s passionate interest in bullfighting, which began 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

as a young boy, is well known. ‘“The bulls are in his very 
soul,” Picasso’s friend Hélène Parmelin has written. 
“The bullfighters are his cousins, the bullring is his 
home.” He equated the family with the corrida.’ But as 
the ramifications of the bull multiply, crossing back and 
forth from autobiography to Spanish culture, to politics 
to the plight of animals themselves, a matter of language 
also raises itself. The address to the animal that Baker 
sees as lacking in what he calls modernism is in fact an 
impossibility in the first place. Picasso’s few, and much 
quoted statements on the animals in Guernica 
summarise this problem quite neatly, or rather confuse 
this problem quite neatly. He was, incidentally, 
notoriously reticent when it came to discussing the 
meanings of his work. In one response, related at 
second hand, Picasso denied that the animals in Guernica 
were symbolic as he painted them: ‘this bull is a bull and 
this horse is a horse.’ It is up to the public to see as it 
wishes. For Picasso himself, ‘there are animals: these 
are massacred animals. That is all for me.’ On another 
occasion, Picasso did offer meanings for the bull, 
suggesting that it represented darkness and brutality, 
thus admitting a symbolic, or rather allegorical, function 

 

Pablo Picasso 
Detail, Composition Study for Guernica, (II), 1 May 1937, pencil on blue paper, 21x27cm, Museo Nacional de 
Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid  
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for Guernica. Whatever disingenuity there is in these 
remarks of Picasso, the disavowal and the explanation 
seem equally appropriate. They are rather like an 
optical illusion of a double figure, but where one can 
see both figures at the same time.  

Obviously, we cannot be surprised that 
artworks offer multiple interpretations or prove 
themselves deeply enigmatic. But what I want to suggest 
here is that what we are dealing with is more than 
simply a problem of transparency or address, or for 
that matter opacity and muteness. Picasso’s double 
answer, whatever the degree of seriousness we wish to 
attribute to it, also indicates that we are asking the 
wrong sort of question of an artwork. That we should 
perhaps take it as read that there would be more than 
one answer and that, by that peculiar economy of 
meaning we sometimes find, the over determination of 
the significance of the bull is precisely what makes it so 
enigmatic, and what drives us repeatedly to re-view it in 
order that we can grasp something of its dimensions as 
an image. Indeed, and this is reinforced by Picasso’s  
personal life trajectory wrapped as it is around the bull, 
time is integral to the animal image both at the level of 
content and as a function of a particular structure of 
attention to the animal necessitated by the absence of 
language. Here we can begin to consider the 
implications of the physical postures of looking, the 
temporal structures of attention, what it means to 
return repeatedly to a painting, and in this instance 
through Guernica to the past, to one’s home culture, 
and its seasonal, public, rituals of animal death. This in 
turn is set against a backdrop of a unique, and iconic, 
moment of mass killing. The layers of different 
constructs of time implied here are embodied by the 
famous photographic series that record different 
versions of Guernica as it emerges, the photographs like 
the skins of an animation. The bull is, incidentally, a 
constant figure throughout the successive versions of 
the painting. Furthermore, the question of the timing of 
the look, and memory, runs throughout discussions by 
wildlife artists of their craft. How to sketch quickly, key 
times of day for observation and the influence of 
different types of light whether daily or seasonal, how 
to depict a series of movements as an instant, whether 
photography is a help or a hindrance to the memory of, 
say, birds in flight. And from early on in the twentieth 
century the animal sits, or stands, or dies, across 
different constructs of temporality. Consider the 
tension between the mythical and the historical as they 
clash in the apocalyptic optimism of Franz Marc’s The 
Fate of the Animals (1913), the time of physics explored 
in Giacomo Balla’s Dynamism of a dog on a leash (1912), 
or the clash between the old world of the horse and 
the urban industrial future in Umberto Boccioni’s 
painting The city rises (1910).  

So, what are the implications for human-animal 
relations when we consider the time and posture of 
looking as key elements in the formation of animal  

 

 
 

 
images? I want to begin by approaching this question in 
a slightly roundabout way by looking at what happens 
when we analyse the animal figure through what I am 
going to call a morbid perspective and then I am going 
to consider the paradigm of livingness, which I derive 
from vitalism.  

It is difficult to avoid the presence of death, 
killing, and sacrifice at all levels of enquiry into animal 
representation. Within this arena of morbidity, the 
animal symbol or image is understood not so much as a 
sign of absence, or non-presence, but as a symptom of a 
deeper and more permanent loss. John Berger has 
famously exemplified this in his account of the 
disappearance or radical alienation of animals under 
capitalism, and these ideas can be found further 
explored, although in diverse ways, in the writings of 
Akira Lippit, Randy Malamud, Steve Baker, and Cary 
Wolfe, amongst many others. The structuring triad 
here, though it can take different configurations, is 
animal - sign – death. Furthermore, this is intensified by 
the fact that the symbolic networks that determine the 
relative status of living beings find their key dividing lines 
created and reinforced by the act of sacrifice: killing as 
the ground of difference. Understood as essential to the 
structure of subjectivity, culture and law, sacrifice is 
taken as defining the us and the them, it provides the 
criteria for the ‘noncriminal putting to death’, and the 
identity of those beings that it is acceptable to subject 
to total control. Sacrifice is the ground of classification 
for culture: ‘we can see how the law of culture arranges 
its species significations on a kind of grid.’ This 
inextricable linkage of animal symbols and death 
becomes further manifest in a bond between mourning 
and language that is somehow foundational to our sense 
of ‘the animal’. In addition, the absence of the 
possession of ‘language’ by the animal is woven round 
with complex terminological strands: sacrifice, shame, 
redemption, and naming. In other words, terms that 
have their basis in classical and Biblical accounts. This 
suggests, in turn, an anachronism in thinking about 
animal representation in contemporary history at the 
very least, if not for an even longer period. Jacques 
Derrida, for instance, draws a direct line between 
himself and Adam in one of his late essays on the 
animal. ‘I have been wanting to bring myself back to my 
nudity before the cat, since so long ago, since a 
previous time, in the Genesis tale, since the time when 
Adam, alias Ish, called out the animals’ names before the 
fall, still naked but before being ashamed of his nudity.’ 
 Two problems arise from this. One is the way 
that sacrifice inevitably invokes an ontotheology, thus 
structuring the idea of the animal around a particular 
kind of metaphysics. Second, the logic of sacrifice is 
treated as formative to notions of the animal in the 
contemporary world when methods of killing are so 
different. Let us take the first problem where we can 
see how the ‘animal’ becomes a writing effect that 
piggy-backs on a more generalised, and inflated, concept  
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of otherness. This is a sequential logic that I take again 
from Derrida. He elides the animal with the ‘ahuman’ or 
‘divinanimality’, the ‘quasi-transcendental referent’. The 
ahuman is the ‘excluded, foreclosed, disavowed, tamed, 
and sacrificed foundation of what it founds, namely, the 
symbolic order, the human order, law and justice.’ This 
leads in turn to a grandiose conflation: ‘it is so difficult 
to utter a discourse of mastery or of transcendence 
with regard to the animal and to simultaneously claim 
to do it in the name of God, in the name of the Father 
or in the name of the Law. Must one not recognise 
Father, Law, Animal, and so on, as being, in the final 
analysis, the same thing – or, rather, indissociable 
figures of the same Thing? One could conjoin the 
Mother within that juncture and it would probably not 
change anything.’ In a sense, yes this does show that 
sacrifice is fundamentally transformative, as the animal 
hovers between the status of god/goddess and victim, 
and that the signs produced by sacrifice are indeed 
arbitrary as the different components of the grand 
category of otherness become interchangeable. This is a 
semiotics of radical alienation, or perhaps it would be 
better to say deracination, but what happens when we 
ground it historically? 
 Derrida notes an unprecedented historical 
transformation that has taken place over the last 200 
years in the treatment of animals, though he qualifies its 
novelty. ‘This new situation can be determined only on 
the basis of a very ancient one.’ However, in my opinion 
there has been a qualitative shift in killing that makes 
the idea of sacrifice less relevant. The formative, ritual 
and, above all, visible elements of the act of sacrifice, 
that give rise to the reinforcement of social and cultural 
identities, have no place in the contemporary scenes of 
killing in science, industry, and agriculture. There are, of 
course, exceptions to this especially in ritual 
celebrations such as wedding feasts, or the religious 
slaughter carried out during the Muslim festival of Eid 
ul-Adha, which commemorates the willingness of 
Ibrahim to sacrifice his son to God, and the end of the 
Hajj. However, in general the mass industrial scale of 
interventions in animal life does not feed the renewal 
and maintenance of boundaries around notions of 
‘culture’ and the ‘law’, but applies instead to the 
maintenance and transformation of bodies. This calls for 
a very different kind of analysis from one rooted in the 
ordering of linguistic categories and issues of species 
identity, and needs rather to account for the ways in 
which the biosciences fragment, transform, and re-
order the identities of all living beings. Second, the 
anachronistic connotations of the notion of sacrifice 
leads a constant retreat backwards into issues of 
language as exemplified by the invention of neologisms, 
for instance, the use of animot and animetaphor in the 
writings of Derrida and Lippit. 

As an aside it needs to be noted here that 
Derrida is certainly more than concerned about the 
state of human-animal relations and I don’t wish to be  

 

 
 
 

too unsympathetic to his project which I find extremely 
rewarding in many ways. In the second part of his long  
essay on the animal, ‘L’animal que donc je suis (à 
suivre)’ which is as yet untranslated unfortunately, he 
returns to the themes of the first part but in a slightly 
different register. In this section he is, in many ways, 
more severe in his discussion of the domination of 
animals as expressed, tacitly or otherwise, in the 
philosophies of Descartes, Kant, Heidegger and Levinas. 
In his condemnation of these thinkers he follows the 
spirit of Adorno’s critique that the project to master 
nature is motivated by hatred, and explores Adorno’s 
equation of animals with Jews, that in turn implies a 
short path from transcendental idealism to fascism. This 
is not a war against animals but a true holocaust. 

Turning to the notion of life, the animal figure 
can be interpreted from a very different perspective. I 
do not wish to counterpose too neatly life and death. 
But notions of livingness do shape an important series 
of oppositions between being and becoming, text and 
image, and, in philosophical terms, between Derrida and 
Deleuze. Because death is so striking it is easy to 
overlook the state of livingness. 
 Bergson and Deleuze conceive of the 
emergence of life, perception, subjectivity, and the 
brain, within the frame of intervals, passages across a 
gap. Deviations, holes, cuts, unlinking, within which the 
positive force of self-differentiation (the ‘élan vital’) that 
actualises so many things, emerges over time. In 
addition, duration is crucial for attending to life; 
becoming requires time. Incidentally, the phrase of 
Bergson’s, ‘attention to life’, was the starting point for 
much of my thinking on these issues. The philosophical 
exploration of ‘the interval’ draws attention to an 
essential image in the articulation of human-animal 
relations. The gap, the distance between two beings 
looking at each other or co-existing within the same 
sphere of existence, is given a visible form on the 
cinema screen, for instance, that could be described as 
being plastic or having a tangible thickness. The gap is 
just as much an image-object as the image-objects of 
animal and human.  

We can offer two types of bond across the 
human-animal divide here, both of which are conceived 
on the basis of particular interruptions or splits. The 
first is life, described at one point by Bergson as the 
insertion of indetermination into matter, and which 
binds both human and animal as entities representing 
moments of the actualisation of the ‘élan vital’. 
Furthermore, evolution is not achieved by associations 
but by dissociations.  The second is the livingness of 
bodies defined here as the mode of active co-existence 
whereby an individual’s ability to live (or die) depends 
on the nature of its interaction with others. This co-
existence does not require any form of identity 
between different species as such, but it does require an 
understanding that organisms in livingness are 
unavoidably co-constitutive (predator-prey systems, and  
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relationships, domestication, parasites and immune so 
on, in addition to sociality). This split is exemplified in 
aesthetic terms by Deleuze’s idea of the cinema of the 
in-between. ‘It is the method of BETWEEN, “between 
two images”, which does away with all cinema of the 
One. It is the method of AND, “this and then that,” 
which does away with all the cinema of Being = is ... The 
whole undergoes a mutation, because it has ceased to 
be the One-Being, in order to become the constitutive 
“and” of things, the constitutive between-two of 
images.’  

When we come to consider the manner in 
which living beings pay attention to each other on 
screen as part of a mutual interplay of images, it is 
Bergson’s picture in Matter and Memory of living images 
as constantly reflecting, refracting and projecting light, 
which leads us to see how the cinematic representation 
of human-animal relations can be understood as a 
material and integral part of those relations, and not 
just as a detached image of them. In Bergson’s 
argument, it is the interest or need of the body image, 
which governs the selectivity of perceptions. He 
conceives this on the model of the reception of light. 
‘Everything thus happens for us as though we reflected 
back to surfaces the light which emanates from them, 
the light which, had it passed on unopposed, would 
never have been revealed. The images will appear to  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

turn toward our body the side, emphasized by the light 
upon it, which interests our body.’ When objects are 
interacting, presenting all their sides to each other at 
once, then there is no conscious perception. Only when 
a reaction or a need comes into play does perception 
happen, and thus only certain aspects of an object can 
ever be perceived. Bergson equates perception as being 
like the effect of a mirage at this point. However, the 
model here is not one where perception functions like 
photography, taking images from a fixed point. What 
exists instead is a profusion of photographs circulating 
in the aggregate of images that is the material universe; 
images which are themselves defined as ‘an existence 
placed half-way between the “thing” and the 
“representation”’. Mirages and screens are thus key 
components of this visible universe: ‘[i]s it not obvious 
that the photograph, if photograph there be, is already 
taken, already developed in the very heart of things and 
at all points of space? ... we can regard the action of all 
matter as passing through it [i.e. the universe] without 
resistance and without loss, and the photograph of the 
whole as translucent: here there is wanting behind the 
plate the black screen on which the image could be 
shown. Our ‘zones of indetermination’ play in some 
sort the part of the screen.’ The proliferation of eyes in 
Julio Medem’s film Vacas (1992) with its interest in 
animal and human eyes, as well as cameras and  
 

 

Julio Medem 
Original DVD cover for ‘Vacas’, Tartan Video, 1992  

 

 

Bill Viola 
Original DVD cover for ‘I Do Not Know What It Is I Am 
Like’, 2006  
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microscopes, or the many different types of mechanical 
eye, as well as those of insects, that illuminate the tiny 
world that is magnified in Claude Nuridsany and Marie 
Pérennou’s Microcosmos (1996), are the kinds of film 
that come to mind when I think of Bergson’s universe  
of photographs at all points in space.  

What I want to suggest here, thinking out of 
this particular conjunction of Bergson and Delueze, is 
that the animal image is not simply an expressive 
component of human-animal relations, in part because 
communicability is so problematised. This occurs both 
in terms of our communication with animals and our 
communications about animals. Bergson’s world of 
images illustrates how we might conceive of the animal 
image as being of the same significance as living animals 
within the biodynamic networks of human-animal 
relations, and the animal image has the same kinds of 
structuring influences on our perceptions and practices. 
I think of this as being important on two fronts. First, 
we have seen something of how the animal 
problematises any possibility of a self-contained 
aesthetics, where the animal would be simply an art 
object ‘out there’ in the gallery space. A similar 
problematisation is seen in film. The same collapsing of 
the categories of the cinematic world and the real 
world is something long exemplified particularly in 
British audiences where there is a tendency to see 
animal film imagery as somehow exempt from the 
contrivances of film. Animals on screen are not seen as 
actors, ironically, but vulnerable to exploitation and, 
above all they are seen as ‘real’. Even if the imagery is 
recognised to be contrived, it is still responded to as if 
these images are living animals, and this is reflected in a 
strong public sense of what is deemed appropriate and 
inappropriate in animal representation. Second, vitalism 
is also an outlook in which the passage of time is a key 
consideration mainly due to the emphasis on becoming. 
Different durations in communication is a memorable 
gloss by Deleuze and Guattari on Bergson’s notion of 
becoming. I mentioned earlier some of the ways in 
which time may be addressed in animal art. In 
conclusion, I want to use a film to intimate what sort of 
ideal of human-animal relations may be implied by the 
phrase ‘the aesthetics of livingness.’ 

Bill Viola’s I do not know what it is I am like 
(1986) is one of the few films (in fact, perhaps the only 
one), which seriously engages with the time of the 
animal’s look, and the temporality of attention generally. 
In the absence of narrative the film requires a certain 
patience, leading to different kinds of cinematic 
expectation, something not unlike the attitude required 
for nature watching. He also explores time in other 
ways. Most obviously, this is done by speeding up and 
slowing down the image. For instance, there are the 
long meditative takes of birds in the section ‘The 
language of birds’, rapid staccato images in ‘Stunned by 
the drum’, and time lapse photography of a decaying fish 
that closes the film. Amongst other things, the film 
depicts different living creatures actively attending to  

 
 
 

and watching a world that is, in effect, shared and thus 
has to be somehow negotiated by mutually alienated 
beings. Humans, depicted in states of religious trance or 
in meditative silence in the dead of night, are equally 
opaque. One of the questions I take the film to be 
posing is how might we visualise a world shared, and 
how should we appreciate this world shared, with 
extremely limited possibilities of communication across 
species or mutual understanding? The film makes visible 
forms of contact without contact, and suggests some 
thoughts about distancing in human-animal relations 
that are at present bedevilled by either too much 
proximity (exploitation) or too much distance 
(carelessness towards beings remote from our 
concerns). The implication is that some forms of 
distance need to be kept in place, that species 
differences need to be respected rather than have their 
boundaries blurred. 

Viola’s focus on animal eyes takes many forms: 
the split horizon reflected in the eye of the buffalo; the 
strangeness of the eyes of birds; or, the long slow zoom 
onto the eye of the owl that finally frames the reflection 
of the camera on the tripod on the owl’s pupil. His film 
has a thick painterly texture that makes all the eyes 
stand out as particularly iridescent, especially in the wet 
purple blackness of their pupils. For Viola, we confront 
the gaze of the animal in the black of its eye ‘with fear, 
with curiosity, with familiarity, with mystery. We see 
ourselves in its eyes whilst sensing the irreconcilable 
otherness of an intelligence ordered round a world we 
can share in body but not in mind.’ This means also that 
the time of the look allows relations to form on the 
basis of an acknowledgement of the movement of 
surfaces: at the very least decisions can be made 
whether to engage or disengage. Much is characterised 
by a watchfulness. Of course, we are limited here to 
those co-existing species who rely a lot on vision for 
their contact. However, if we understand or even feel 
the gap that allows for the experience of an attention to 
livingness, as an almost physical entity that is profoundly 
temporal, then that seems to me an important linkage 
between aesthetics and visual media on the one hand, 
and human-animal relations on the other. This kind of 
linkage also indicates the manner in which they are 
already interconnected, so the question then becomes, 
where is this leading?  
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