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Abstract 

 

Current debates on space reveal a dichotomy between two apparently conflicting 

understandings of space: on the one hand, space is understood as a physical, tangible entity 

that has an impact on how we perceive, feel and emotionally inhabit the world, and on the 

other hand, space is conceived as an abstract entity, suggesting that space has no active role (a 

productivity) within everyday life, being solely a conceptual product of intellectual reasoning. 

As a result, the commonly used word: ÔspaceÕ, will be discussed as an ontologically 

paradoxical, ambiguous and elusive concept; a concept that cannot be captured within a single 

definition. This thesis consequently researches the ontology of space by informing a 

framework that embraces the complexity of space as an ambiguous and unrepresentable 

entity. It aims to reconcile the multiple understandings of space, liberating it from the binary 

thinking that opposes the abstract to the physical, disclosing its potential productivity. 

This thesis thus proposes a methodology departing from a transdisciplinary approach 

that addresses the variability, multiplicity, paradoxicality and ambiguity of space through a 

ÔbastardÕ epistemology that defies binary logic by considering what falls out of order and 

norm. To research an ontology through a bastard epistemology is to work outside of (but in 

combination with) the intelligible and sensible realms, through a framework that is non-

representational, but instead enactive and performative, driven by experience, affect and 

aesthetics; thus allowing access to an entity that is both ambiguous and also unrepresentable. 

In doing so, this thesis argues that space is diversely implicated in the constitution of research 

methodologies through its interactions with order and structures, as well as agential in the 

constitution of understandings of human interactions with the world; and therefore, it will be 

argued, space has methodological purchase. The consequence of this methodological 

purchase is that space can reveal itself if a research strategy is implemented that works 

through the multiple dimensions of space. Within this context the diagram will be introduced 

as a productive path because enables a bastard epistemology to work through the multiplicity 

of space, since the diagram, is a performed, materialised outcome of multiple experiences of 

the making of order through the interaction between physical and conceptual dimensions. In 

synthesis, the diagram is used to recursively research an ontology of space, showing the main 

contribution of this thesis: of how without negating its complexity and multiplicity, space can 

be useful, constructive and productive within contemporary contexts of research 

methodologies. 
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Introduction  

!

As a practitioner (a sculptor) working within an artistic framework, my curiosity has 

been fired by the paradoxical nature of what is called ÔspaceÕ, and it has become an 

increasingly important presence in both my practice and my thinking. Although it was 

a somewhat concealed presence at first, the concept of space has always, in some 

sense, underlain my artistic practice, especially in the exploration of site-specific 

works and their different implications Ð notions that were broadened through my 

interest in the idea of landscape and the artistic practices related to it, particularly in 

the associations with walking and movement. The idea of landscape was further 

extended to other dimensions such as the city. Because of its specific spatial 

characteristics, the city became a privileged site (and idea) for my exploration of the 

interactions between site, place, landscape, dwelling and inhabitation, focusing on the 

notion of public art. These artistic explorations were also fuelled by a curatorial 

practice. This thesis therefore concerns the latent imperative behind my artistic 

practice and its trajectory: the need to understand the reasons behind the ubiquitous 

presence of this concept (space) has been the spur to my attempt to render it visible.  

The question is, why is it that space is not seen as part of the everyday? 

Anthropologist Tim Ingold (2011) expresses a similar awareness of the absence of 

space in everyday thought. However, for Ingold, such absence is symptomatic of a 

negative aspect in the concept of space that results from its connection with abstract 

thinking and intellectual activity Ð activities that are detached from the everyday. 

However, if space is an abstract and intellectual notion, how is the feeling of 

ÔspaciousnessÕ, described by anthropologist Yi-Fu Tuan ([1977] 2008), to be 
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explained? This thesis takes as its starting point these two apparently conflicting 

understandings of space: on the one hand, space as a physical, almost material entity 

that has an impact on how we perceive, feel and emotionally connect to sites and 

places, and on the other, space as an abstract entity, purely the outcome of the human 

intellect. How can two such disparate, possibly conflicting, understandings of space 

(the material and the abstract) co-exist? Are both understandings referring to the same 

thing or are they two entirely different things that are, or have been, related in some 

way? This problematic provides the point of departure for this thesis, and in response 

to my artistic background, it has become the central question, the placeholder, guiding 

the research. In relation to the challenge of the ambiguous and paradoxical nature of 

space, the first question this thesis asks is: can space be used as if it were a material, 

and if so, how? Or, to pose the question in a less challenging way, how can space be 

used as a device, how can it be employed productively?  

Not only does space have different, distinct and opposing understandings in its 

mundane, everyday existence, a disciplinary enquiry shows that multiple 

understandings and approaches to space also permeate the disciplines across the 

sciences, humanities and arts, revealing differences both between disciplines and 

within them. Despite the fact that it is considered a fundamental concept, space is not 

fully understood or controlled by any one of the disciplines. However, two distinct 

positions towards space are visible. On the one hand, many disciplines ignore the gap 

that exists between the many ways of knowing space and take their own definition 

and understanding of the concept of space for granted. They generally proceed 

without either questioning what space is or its implications for their own 

epistemological and methodological frameworks. Space is taken as a given. On the 

other hand, space is directly recognised as complex and difficult to understand, 
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express or know. Consequently, just as it is in the context of mundane, everyday life, 

space although seemingly knowable is only partially realised in the disciplinary 

context. 

 The many different cognate terms that refer to some dimension of space (such 

as those the authorÕs artistic practice has revealed Ð site, place, location, landscape, 

territory Ð and others such as outer space and the cosmos) and the multiple 

understandings of space itself are symptomatic of the fact that space is not fully 

realised. This becomes apparent if we observe the way the different 

conceptualisations, meanings, interpretations and uses of the word ÔspaceÕ have been 

researched over time, both in disciplinary discourses and in common parlance. There 

is no agreed definition for what seems to be an ubiquitous term which, on the face of 

it, appears to have universal significance.  

Given the wide range of understandings and degrees of existence attributed to 

space Ð varying from a physical, almost material, primordial entity, which influences 

how human beings perceive, feel and emotionally connect with the world, to an 

overtly abstract construction with no connection to everyday life, a concept that is 

purely the outcome of the intellectual mind Ð the commonly used word, ÔspaceÕ, 

seems to stand for a puzzling, ambiguous, elusive concept. This is the paradox from 

which the first proposition of this thesis emerges: these opposing understandings of 

space allude to the idea that although space plays a major role in our understanding of 

and consequent interactions with the world Ð as a primordial entity that we both 

confront and are confronted with when constructing our perceptions and cognition of 

the environment in which we live, a necessary constant in our interaction with the 

world and our understanding of this interaction, an entity with affect Ð it is not 

possible to pin-down what it is. As a result, space emerges as ontologically 
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paradoxical and ambiguous, a concept that cannot be captured within a single 

definition. But if this is so, how can space be used or spoken about? What then is it? 

Instead of regarding this as problematic for the research, the result of a failure 

in the way the concept has been articulated, this thesis begins by turning the problem 

around so it can be opened up to an understanding of and enquiry into space. Despite 

trying to grasp the nature of space, such an enquiry cannot be embarked on with the 

aim of reaching a single, predetermined, unchanging and straightforward definition, 

as this would constrict the subject of the research itself. Rather than simplifying the 

problem (in the usual reductive, analytical way), the research can only gain a purchase 

if the subject is allowed to remain at a certain level of complexity. This implies 

embracing its complexity, conducting the enquiry in a way that ensures that space is 

not deprived of its variability, multiplicity, paradoxicality and ambiguity.  

While maintaining the complexity inherent to space, this thesis takes as its 

foundational impetus the ontological question: what is space? However, as ontology is 

part of the subject matter of metaphysics,1 which deals with what exists and how it 

exists, this thesis falls within the remit and agenda of the metaphysical realm; that is, 

in the realm of questions without a single, definitive and reproducible answer as it is 

to some degree unanswerable. This raises the query of how a metaphysical question 

can be answered in the context of a thesis: how can an unsolvable matter be 

approached through research? The awareness that in order to move towards other, 

more pragmatic questions the research needs to revisit and investigate the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 By metaphysics within this context is understood a philosophical area of enquiry that studies reality 
and existence from a meta and abstract level, asking questions as: what does it means to exist, or to be 
real? However, behind a metaphysical enquiry exists a meta-metaphysical one that questions the 
plausibility of answering a metaphysical question, thus establishing a problem for this thesis. In 
addition to this use of the word metaphysics, after the introduction of this thesis the word is used with a 
different connotation; it is used to express what lies beyond the physical. 
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metaphysical dimension has led to the realisation that, although it concerns a specific 

subject (space), this project is also about the methods and methodologies required to 

approach space as a metaphysical question. This means discovering how space can 

constitute an object of research. As such, this thesis is driven by the need for a fuller 

methodological reflection and critique. The reasoning behind such a decision lies in 

two major realisations: 

1. The concept of space is inconsistent with a single definition, and this 

demands that the enquiry maintains a level of complexity in order to avoid 

depriving space of its variability, multiplicity, paradoxicality and 

ambiguity. 

2. The methodology used to reflect on and research this complexity, given the 

fact that there is a methodological question (how can space be researched?) 

underlying the ontological one, needs to mirror and incorporate this 

variability, multiplicity, paradoxicality and ambiguity.  

Consequently, this thesis starts from the point of view that metaphysical 

questions can be (or arguably should be) discussed from positions other than that of 

the discipline of philosophy, and that other strategies and approaches can be used to 

hold a metaphysical discussion. Indeed, this is not a thesis on philosophy: it does not 

follow the processes and methods of the discipline of philosophy, although 

philosophy is helpful in understanding the problem and the type of question to be 

asked. In contrast to philosophy, this thesis draws from the authorÕs artistic 

background to shape its methods, using notions such as diagramming and drawing, 

affect, (bodily) experience, performance and enaction to inform the research process. 

This is supported by a methodology that allows the adaptation of disciplinary methods 
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and the exploration of knowledge across disciplinary boundaries; that is, a 

transdisciplinary methodology. 

Changing the framework in which the question of how to research space is 

placed allows this thesis to make a detour away from the traditional routes used to 

approach the ontology of space and enables it to bring its two initial questions 

together. These are: 1) can space be thought of as productive and 2) what is space 

ontologically, given its apparently paradoxical and ambiguous nature? As such, this 

thesis approaches the research into the ontology of space Ð with the aim of disclosing 

its potential productivity Ð through an artistically based approach that liberates it from 

the binary thinking that opposes the abstract to the physical, and instead embraces the 

complexity of space as an ambiguous, indeterminate, unrepresentable and 

unknowable entity. It asks the question: how can space be understood ontologically, 

without losing its complexity, paradoxicality and ambiguity, so that it retrieves its 

productivity? However, although it concerns an enquiry into the ontology of space, 

this thesis is also about discovering a possible process, a methodology, through which 

to research the topic. That is, it also asks the question: how can a paradoxical and 

ambiguous entity such as space be researched? In synthesis this thesis asks: How can 

space be understood ontologically so that it retrieves a productivity? 

 

 

Interactions Between the Problematic of the Ontology of Space and the 

Methodology 

 

Methodologically, this thesis uses an artistically based approach to discuss a 

metaphysical question (as mentioned above). However, the authorÕs background and 
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the artistic foundations from which the enquiry arose, as well as the need to use 

artistic processes to develop the research, did not determine the nature of the research. 

It did not entail that this thesis be researched and developed in the artistic domain as 

either a practice PhD or as theoretically driven by artistic disciplines or disciplines 

associated with the arts; instead, this thesis uses a methodology that is consonant with 

and receptive towards an artistic practice and thinking, and through the exploration of 

this methodology, the artistic background emerged as a privileged and necessary 

position from which to develop its main concerns, exploring the specificity of the 

enquiry, through transdisciplinarity. As such, the arts are present in this thesis through 

the position and perspective that the author brings to it in order to explore these 

concerns Ð they act as an epistemological determinant, bringing to the fore the 

aesthetic, affective and experiential dimensions of the investigation. Due to this 

epistemological framework, the arts are also present in the approaches and methods 

chosen to develop the research. As a consequence, the visual (and written) elements 

presented in this thesis should not be seen as an intended artistic outcome, as works of 

art, but as part of a research methodology which is inclusive of artistic methods. 

There is a strand of transdisciplinarity which focuses on strategies that enable 

academic environments to engage with each other in an integrated way and on the 

exchange of research processes and knowledge between stakeholders (academic 

and/or non-academic institutions, and more generally, society), exploring the 

dimensions and types of collaboration and the importance of their contribution 

(Nowotny, Gibbons, among others). However, this is not the approach this thesis 

adopts for its methodology; it does not develop through the establishment of a 

collaborative framework in which to research its concerns Ð a strand of research that 

Nicolesco (2008, p. 12) calls Ôphenomenological transdisciplinarityÕ. In contrast, this 
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thesis follows a theoretical transdisciplinarity, which Nicolescu (2008, p. 12) says 

implies both a Ògeneral definition of transdisciplinarity and a well-defined 

methodology (which has to be distinguished from ÔmethodsÕ; a single methodology 

corresponds to a great number of different methods)Ó.  

Empirical transdisciplinarity creates the impression that transdisciplinary 

research requires a collaborative project, involving multiple institutions, even when it 

involves research with special particularities. Theoretical transdisciplinarity, however, 

dismantles this notion. Hence, in this thesis, transdisciplinarity stands for both a 

methodology with implications for the kind of knowledge produced and a process that 

reflects upon that production. In contrast to NicolescuÕs approach, because it sees 

methodology as a framework informed by a given epistemological and ontological 

system, which is expressed in the research through the choice of methods and 

strategies, transdisciplinarity in this sense stands for a methodology and not a theory. 

This does not mean there is no collaboration; rather, it involves a collaboration that 

does not imply the need for multiple institutions to physically participate in the 

construction of a project. It is a silent collaboration Ð it takes place through the silent 

exchange of knowledge between disciplines, or more generally, the exchange of 

contexts of knowledge production. As such, this thesis involves a collaborative 

process in that it integrates the knowledge produced by multiple disciplines.  

But what is it that distinguishes transdisciplinarity from multi-, inter- or cross-

disciplinarity when all these approaches seem to derive from the connections and 

interactions between disciplines? In contrast to multidisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity 

does not only concern the establishment of collaborations between disciplines. It is 

not about approaching a problem or topic developed within a particular discipline by 

using several disciplines at the same time (Montuori, 2008, p. ix; Nicolescu, 2008, p. 
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2). In multidisciplinarity, the topic is still located in the main discipline (and only this 

discipline) but is enriched by the insights of other disciplines; despite the extension of 

the enquiry into multiple disciplines, its goals still remain fixed in the discipline 

leading the enquiry (Nicolescu, 2008, p. 2). It is also different from interdisciplinarity, 

a topic-led approach that works through the transference of methods and concepts 

from one discipline to another, but which is still centred on and led by the main 

discipline (ibid.). Instead, transdisciplinarity  

 

É leads to the transformation of the very identity of disciplines by identifying new 
topics and concerns. Transdisciplinarity extends the scope, methods and perspectives 
of existing disciplines whilst at the same time respecting and using the existing 
disciplinary frameworks. (Blassnigg and Punt, 2013, p. 2)  

 

Transdisciplinarity is a practice that is complementary to disciplinary and 

other approaches, such as those using multi-, inter- and cross-disciplinary frameworks 

(ibid.). As such, it does not reject a disciplinary approach, but dismisses a reductive 

understanding that relates to disciplines as if they had always existed the way they do 

today, as if they did not have a history and have not been subject to the 

transformations associated with the fact that they exist in a changing world. 

Transdisciplinarity also opposes the epistemological separation of disciplines because, 

as Blassnigg and Punt (2013, p. 1) state, Òno discipline is ever completely isolated and 

has to be understood always in relation to other knowledge practicesÓ. For Nowotny 

(2006), knowledge itself is transgressive as it cannot be contained by any one 

discipline but can emerge from anywhere; there are no specific areas that determine 

what knowledge is. Transdisciplinarity implies, therefore, that no strand of knowledge 

is the domain of a specific discipline, even if that discipline has been the only or main 

area researching a specific topic. However, while questioning the static boundaries 
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and limits of disciplinary frameworks, transdisciplinarity also relies heavily on the 

knowledge produced by the different disciplines. What is under question is not the 

knowledge itself; the aim is to use this knowledge to open up further avenues. In this 

context, transdisciplinarity aims to find to the Ôblind spotsÕ that disciplines, given their 

paradigms, methodologies and boundaries, cannot see (Montuori, 2008, p. xv). 

Thus, transdisciplinarity is a methodology that  

 

Éforge[s] innovative approaches to research collaboration that is enquiry-driven and 
seek[s] to identify new topics and concerns. In this way transdisciplinarity is sought 
to bridge disparate areas of discourse and research topics not merely by transcending 
or transgressing disciplinary boundaries around problem-driven inquiries, but by 
letting the inquiry in itself drive the methods, tools and theoretical formationÓ. 
(Blassnigg and Punt, 2013, p. 3) 

 

For Montuori (2008, p. xi), the fact that transdiciplinarity is enquiry-driven and not 

discipline-driven implies that knowledge is produced for the purpose of acting in the 

world and this requires that the paradigms guiding the research are interrogated and 

questioned from a meta-dimension. Therefore attention must also be paid to the 

context and connections of knowledge. As Piaget (cited in Nicolescu, 2008, p. 11) 

states, transdisciplinarity is a Òtotal system without stable boundaries between the 

disciplinesÓ. This does not imply the creation of a super-discipline: transdisciplinarity 

does not represent the practice of laying one discipline beside another, but neither 

does it create a meta-discipline that surveys all the others (Nowotny, 2006, p. 1), 

despite the fact that transdisciplinarity interrogates its topics from a meta-dimension. 

The fact that transdiscipinarity is enquiry-driven and integrates a meta-dimension into 

its processes Ð that is, it is a total system Ð does not mean that the intention is to 

develop a meta-knowledge base (Montuori, 2008, p. xv). In drawing from other 
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disciplines, the aim is not to produce a globalising description or map of all the 

knowledge produced by the disciplines the enquiry looks at; rather, the intention (as 

stated above) is to identify new topics and concerns by finding the Ôblind spotsÕ that 

disciplines cannot see, given their specific paradigms, methodologies and boundaries. 

This is achieved through discovering what other directions can be discovered in the 

intersections, gaps, overlaps and erasures of existing knowledge Ð in sum, by 

observing what is on the other side (Ôtrans-Õ) of past and present knowledge. 

Consequently, in researching the ontology of space and its productivity, this 

thesis does not proceed by constructing an extensive list of different definitions and 

understandings from all past and current disciplines or of what has been written on 

space and by whom, even if such a task were possible (as it cannot be, given the 

immensurability of the framework of the research). Thus this thesis does not intend to 

map all, or even the most important, understandings of space, but instead to 

investigate the ontology of space by using the literature and knowledge produced in 

multiple disciplines. It does this by identifying the key operators and reducing the 

literature to what is sufficient to highlight the problematic. This could be described as 

a ÔsketchingÕ procedure, preliminary to exploring the problematic through means that 

fall outside the literature and disciplines used (despite their intimate relationship with 

it). 

The aforementioned intentions of transdisciplinarity are extremely important 

to bear in mind in order to avoid the accusations of superficiality that are still levelled 

by those sceptical of the use of such a methodology. Despite the processes used to 

sketch the problematic, transdisciplinarity is a way of approaching a problem without 

reducing its complexity; on the contrary, it encompasses this very complexity Ð the 

uncertainty of the world and its plurality Ð while also recognising the presence and 
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agency of the enquirer (Montuori, 2008, p. ix). Sketching a problematic through a 

survey of the different disciplines is not a simplified or superficial way of exploring a 

subject, but a way of revealing a problematic that is not situated in any single 

discipline Ð or even in the sum of all these disciplines. As such, in order to find the 

problematic it is fundamental, as Montuori (2008) says, to recognise the presence and 

agency but also to accept the limitations/constrains of the enquirer. No one researcher 

can be expected to know and have full dominion over all the disciplines they use or 

their knowledge Ð as is the case for the author of this thesis. To recognise the 

presence, agency and limitations/constrains of the enquirer is to know where the 

strengths of the enquiry lie, as well as its anchors. This will overcome any accusations 

of superficiality, because the investigation is driven by the expertise of the enquirer, 

not their particular discipline or the disciplines used in the research. In the case of this 

thesis, as mentioned above, the expertise of its author lies in the field of the arts and 

its related practices, not in all the other disciplines it uses, and this is why in this 

thesis transdiscipinarity is particularly driven by artistic methods and concerns. 

Accepting the agency and constrains of the enquirer is not merely a question 

of recognising and establishing the limits and grounds of the research, but it is also 

part of the transdisciplinary epistemology and ontology:  

 

With the integration of the cognitive, affective, and physical dimensions, and of the 
subjective/objective, inquiry moves into a new realm. Inquiry is now not just directed 
ÔoutwardsÕ towards the external world, but it is rather seen as an ongoing process, a 
dialogue that engages knower and known, inquirer and inquiry. (Montuori, 2008, p. 
xvi) 

 

It is through this dialogue that transdisciplinarity becomes enquiry-driven, as it lets 

the interaction between researcher and enquiry build the path for the researcher to 
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follow in a self-reflective and recursive way. Recursiveness is  

 

É a general principle of transdisciplinarity researchÉ It points to the iterative 
procedures that characterises both the entire research process É and its individual 
phases. This implies that the research process has to be shaped in such a way that 
concepts and methods can be repeatedly tested. (Pohl, Hirsch Haddornet al, 2008, p. 
430) 

 

As such, questions that emerge from the research are not seen as problems to be 

resolved and swept away or transferred to another research framework; they become 

incorporated into the research itself (Blassnigg and Punt, 2013, p. 3), following a 

process of ÔbootstrappingÕ.  

The notion of recursiveness is crucial to this thesis: it entails stepping outside 

the notion of a meta-enquiry that is driven by the conception of an exhaustive 

knowledge base, informed by the multiple understandings of space or a taxonomy of 

cognate concepts. This thesis, rather, undertakes a process of continued exploration 

and self-reflection, revisiting the underlying principles and assumptions regarding the 

notion of space throughout the enquiry. There is never a fixed, stable position that 

cannot be changed because the enquiry constantly returns to what may be classed as 

the ÔbeginningÕ, albeit a beginning without origins (an idea that is explored in the 

second chapter). Following a transdisciplinary methodology means that it is only 

through such a process that the limits of both the research process and the 

comprehension of the concept of space can be revealed, and a wider understanding of 

the problematic achieved.    

It is also important to state again that it is intended that the methodology 

should mirror and reflect the topic of research. It is not merely a case of using a 
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methodology that enables the researcher to conduct a complex and dynamic enquiry, 

but such an enquiry requires a methodology that reflects the variable essence of the 

concept of ÔspaceÕ across its many different disciplinary understandings, becoming 

coincident with and a replica of the concept itself. Consequently, the necessity of 

using a recursive methodology in this project is embedded in the paradoxical 

understanding of space and arises from its paradoxical nature. 

Given the two hypotheses presented earlier Ð that the concept of space is 

inconsistent with a single definition and demands an enquiry that maintains a level of 

complexity so that space is not deprived of its variable, multiple, paradoxical and 

ambiguous nature, and that the methodology chosen to pursue the enquiry is one that 

embraces and mirrors this nature Ð the purpose of this thesis is not to solve the 

problem of the ontology of space, providing a solution to the question of what space 

is. This position is in tune with the second article of the fundamental principles of 

transdisciplinarity, developed by the First World Congress of Transdisciplinarity held 

in Portugal in 1994. The article states:  

 

[T]he recognition of the existence of different levels of reality governed by different 
types of logic is inherent in the transdisciplinary attitude. Any attempt to reduce 
reality to a single level governed by a single form of logic does not lie within the 
scope of transdisciplinarity. (Freitas, Morin and Nicolescu, [1994] 2008, p. 262) 

 

This thesis does not intend to map the concept of space (as discussed earlier) 

or to deepen any one aspect of the existing definitions of space; instead, it chooses to 

approach the problematic transversally by creating a ÔcorralÕ. A corral is built to pen 

an animal Ð not to prevent it moving but simply to delimit the territory in which it can 

move. In addition, because it is a delimitation of territory and not of the animal itself, 
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the attention placed on the activity of creating the corral is displaced from the animal 

to the territory. As such, by creating a corral around the problematic, the aim of this 

thesis is not to constrain the variable nature of the concept of space in a single 

definition; rather, this method is a strategic move to allow research into the variable 

nature of the concept Ð that is, in order to show the dynamic and variable nature of 

space (as with the movement of the animal), it is better to displace attention away 

from the concept of space itself to the other elements that comprise the corral. An 

analogy that helps explain this strategy can be found in the activity of drawing 

(discussed further below). 

In this regard, the work of Michel Serres (1982) is central to the approach of 

this thesis, particularly his theories on the porous nature of knowledge and the notion 

that it is not static or constrained by boundaries, and therefore the researcher can 

displace, twist and be creative not only with the production of knowledge but with the 

use of that knowledge which has already been produced. A methodology can thus be 

something perverse, out of order, a ÔbastardÕ (see Chapter Two for an explanation of 

this term) methodology that does not respect established norms; a methodology 

through which frameworks for action (for the use of knowledge and production of 

new knowledge) can be applied. The mixing of systems, however, requires 

consistency, which Serres (1982) found by using mathematics as a structure in which 

different theories and principles could be used to test and reflect upon a current 

reality/topic. As stated earlier, this authorÕs expertise lies in artistic practice. 

Consequently, and also crucially, this thesis adds artistic and creative discourses and 

practices to the process of the research and its discussion and understanding of space.  

The artistic methods used in this thesis developed out of the interactions 

between the authorÕs artistic background and the perceived problematic in a process 
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of continual evaluation and self-reflection. Using artistic methods means that 1) the 

aesthetic dimension of all material sources Ð not only those falling within an artistic 

framework, such as paintings, sculptures, architecture, film, design, and so on Ð can 

be used creatively in the enquiry and in the construction of the argument. Thus, 

sources are not read and interpreted, but all their dimensions are explored, including 

their affective, experiential, sensuous and aesthetic dimensions. In addition, sources 

are also made to work by accepting and recognising their agency. This implies 2) 

using imaginative processes that extend beyond logical and analytical systems to 

include the paradoxical and mythological or a ÔbastardÕ epistemology (a notion 

developed in the second chapter of this thesis).  

Furthermore, the use of artistic methods recognises that the expertise of the 

artist lies in a practice, a tacit knowledge, and as such, artistic methods 3) rely on the 

development of a critical mass through an artistic practice. Consequently, the practice 

of producing any kind of artistic outcome can be used as a means by which to 

understand, explore and employ the materials, ideas and contexts presented in the 

enquiry. Artistic methods are used as a means of experimentation, of research, and not 

just as a means to produce a work of art. This implies a non-separation between 

practice and conceptualisation, and the acceptance of an enacted world composed of 

multiplicity and multidimensionality, and therefore the dissolution of the notion of 

representation. Such is the case with this thesis, as theory and practice work together: 

the practice is not an outcome of a theoretical exploration, an example of the theory; 

neither is the theory a post-hoc rationalisation and explanation of the practice. 

Exemplary of this interaction is the use of drawing within this thesis. 

Throughout the enquiry into the ontology of space the practice of drawing was used in 

multiple ways. On one hand, by reflecting and observing drawings, primarily 
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scientific ones, informed by the practice experience of the author of this thesis with 

drawing within a artistic, but also scientific, context. This form of analysis and 

reflection guided and stood at the basis of discussions about the necessity of a non-

representational epistemology, one that is driven by performance and enaction. These 

discussions are more visibly present within the two papers in the appendix, but their 

implications within this thesis are revealed on Chapter One and ultimately lead to the 

emergence of the notion of the diagram. A notion that reveals itself crucial to the 

development of the argument and enquiry on the ontology of space but also to the 

implementations and exploration of the methodological implications of space as 

having a productive potential.  

The practice of drawing, particularly in its interactions with the diagram, was 

situated throughout the enquiry to deepen and reflect upon the insights of the enquiry. 

This practice was specifically explored to think upon the interaction of all the 

elements, notions, ideas, areas of knowledge, paths explored and produced insights in 

order to create a coherent and consistent whole, as king questions as: what is the core 

of an argument and were can this core be placed? Which interactions can be created 

between the core (centre) and what produces the core (the areas that lie next to the 

centre but also at the periphery and margins)? How do the multiple parts of an entity 

differently inform a whole and how can this be structured and revealed? These 

diagrammatic drawings are appended to this thesis, providing a visual reference to the 

importance and role of drawing and diagraming within this thesis. Through them it is 

possible to observe not only the explorations of formal solutions that express, reveal 

and perform an idea, but also a genealogy of some of the concerns and insights 

fundamental to the creation of the work The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body. 
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The strategies described above, which are used to ÔperformÕ the 

transdisciplinary methodology Ð the idea of building a corral and using artistic 

methods alongside more traditional ones such as a literature review that transverses 

several disciplines Ð seems to follow the overall epistemology of transdisciplinarity, 

particularly in so far as article 4 of the First World Congress of Transdisciplinarity is 

concerned. This article states:  

 

The keystone of transdisciplinarity is the semantic and practical unification of the 
meanings that traverse and lay beyond different disciplines. It presupposes an open-
minded rationality by re-examining the concepts of ÔdefinitionÕ and ÔobjectivityÕ. An 
excess of formalism, rigidity of definitions and a claim to total objectivity, entailing 
the exclusion of the subject, can only have a life-negating effect. (Freitas, Morin and 
Nicolescu, [1994] 2008, p. 263) 

 

It is also crucial that transdisciplinarity looks to overcome dualistic and dichotomous 

thinking and instead aims at thinking by means of interactions (Montuori, 2008, p. 

xii), using dialogic processes to develop the enquiry. Morin describes the term 

ÔdialogueÕ as  

 

É [the] equivalent or the heir of dialectic. I intend ÔdialecticÕ not in the reductionist 
fashion in which we currently understand the Hegelian dialectic Ð namely, as simply 
moving beyond contradictions through synthesis Ð but as the necessary and 
complementary presence of antagonistic process or instances ... thus here too we have 
the possibility of reconnecting ideas without denying their opposition. (Morin, 2008, 
p. 26) 

 

As such, transdisciplinarity is a methodology that  

 

Édeparts from an integrative model of engagement that accommodates difference, 
paradox and speculative research. Proceeding from this we take the view that a key 
aim of transdisciplinarity is to facilitate emergent insight, knowledge and interaction 
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that could not have been foreseen or designed in anticipation of a specific outcome or 
solution to a problem. (Blassnigg and Punt, 2013, p. 3) 

 

Several methods are used throughout the chapters of this thesis to drive the 

central argument as part of this transdisciplinary process. Sometimes a general 

overview is given through a transversal literature review; at other times it falls into 

almost intimate conversations with other scholars. Sometimes speculations and 

thought experiments are used; at other times the discussion is led by the arguments, 

concepts or ideas established in different disciplines. Sometimes visual materials are 

used to explore ideas; at other times they used to inform the framework of the 

research, supplying the enquiry with questions. This panoply of methods is used to 

support a methodology that aims at an engagement with ideas that transverse many 

disciplines Ð turning on their persistence and consistency or their tensions and 

discrepancies Ð instead of being situated within a single disciplinary discourse.  

The intention therefore is to build a coherent and consistent whole, a 

ÔcosmologyÕ, in which space can be discussed on multiple levels Ð retaining its 

paradoxical, ambiguous and variable nature Ð through a methodology that mirrors and 

reflects this very nature without limiting or constraining the topic of enquiry. The 

necessity for coherence and consistency is first addressed in this thesis when 

discussing the Timaeus in the second chapter. The Timaeus is shown to be a work in 

which the argument is repeated and re-presented through all the various elements that 

constitute the piece of writing: it was not sufficient to speak of the argument but it 

also had to be shown and put into practice.  

The creation of an integrated and consistent whole is also the aim of this 

thesis. It seeks to construct an ontology of space, attempting to avoid limiting and 
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defining this ontology at the same time as giving it a unity. The idea is that the 

ontology of space can be researched through several elements, dimensions and levels 

of existence, as alluded to in the notion of the corral. However, each of these elements 

not only provides access to the ontology of space, to the whole (despite displaying 

different facets of it), but they also comprise space: the corral is the animal and the 

animal is space, despite the fact that neither one of them equals the other. As will be 

reiterated throughout this thesis, an understanding of the ontology of space cannot be 

driven by continuing to enforce the split between the physical and the conceptual, 

because they co-constitute and co-construct each other. Thus, the interplay between 

the construction of a thesis and that of a discussion on the ontology of space cannot be 

seen as simply an analogy, because this thesis and the discussion it contains are co-

constituted and co-constructed. 

 

 

The Interactions Between this Thesis Outline and the Methodology 

 

Chapter One introduces the central problematic of this thesis: the impossibility of 

defining space and, given its paradoxicality, ambiguity, variability and 

unrepresentability, of fully knowing what it is. In accordance with the previous 

discussion, instead of presenting it by mapping all or even some of the most important 

understandings of space, the chapter reveals indications of the problematic through an 

exploration of the impact of the ontology of space Ð how this notion is used Ð in the 

humanities, focusing on how the disciplines of geography, anthropology and 



! #+!

sociology approach the concept. However, because the aim of the chapter is to 

illustrate the nature of the problematic rather than provide an extensive knowledge 

base Ð following the transdisciplinar methodology as discussed in the methodology 

section of this thesis Ð the names of many scholars who have conducted other 

discussions on the topic are not included as the main intension is to reveal the 

identified problematic and not to be expositive of multiple understandings and 

appropriations by disciplines and scholars2, deepening disciplinary understandings of 

the space.  

Consequently, this chapter begins to approach the impossibility of reaching a 

full understanding of space by revealing how this problematic is reflected in and has 

impacted on how scholars from the twentieth century onwards have thought of and 

used space. It reveals the existence of a crucial tension among contemporary scholars: 

a split regarding the significance of the concept, epitomised by the respective work of 

Doreen Massey and Tim Ingold, the former recovering the concept of space and the 

latter dismissing it. Nevertheless, when this separation is put to the test by enquiring 

into the physical constitution of space, it emerges that there is no clear, consensual 

understanding of what physical space is and why it is seen as distinct from 

conceptual, metaphysical space. As such, this thesis understands as being 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Within this framework the work of anthropologists as Edward Twitchell Hall ([1966] 1988) (who 
developed the concept of proxemics Ðthe different and multiple uses of space by an individual and 
those by the individual within his cultural framework) is not discussed, as it does not provide a 
discussion of what Ñ  ontologically Ñ  may constitutes space but instead a discussion of space through 
its categorization within a cultural and sociological framework, which is not the framework of this 
thesis. Because a discussion of space through a cultural and social framework is not the intention of 
this thesis, and given the political dimension of much of the work produced within this environment, 
also scholars as Michel de Certeau ([1984]1988) (social scientist) or Nigel Thrift (2007) (geographer) 
have been left out of this enquiry. In addition, and because this thesis specifically aims to discuss the 
singularly the notion of space and not the interactions of space with either of its family cognates or 
associated concepts, also scholars who do not present a direct discussion of what space is understood to 
be, by addressing other concepts as landscape, place, geographies, territory and maps have been 
addressed, or just briefly as guiding anchors through the argument. 
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fundamental, within the context of enquiring the ontology of space, to re-think the 

interaction between space as a physical, ÔrealÕ, thing and space as an abstract, 

conceptual, thing. This is approached within this thesis from the perspective that in 

order to research and re-think ambiguous entitys as space, is required an enquiry on 

engagement, materiality and existence, driven by a non-representational epistemology 

and an enacted ontology that is based on the emergence of multiple realities from 

interactions amongst their constituents. 

This realisation enables the chapter to focus on the notion of structure, 

exploring it from the perspective of a non-representational epistemology and an 

enacted ontology. The notion of structure is revealed to be present and relevant, in 

discussions of the ontology of space, particularly within structuralist and pos-

structuralist contexts. However, if structures brought into the discussion of space the 

idea of a system of relations their dependence on closed systems, a-temporality and 

synchronicity need to be questioned. Structures are then discussed from a framework 

built over the notions of lines, maps and drawings from which emerges the idea of the 

diagram as a possible way of overcoming the separation between the physical, ÔrealÕ, 

and abstract, conceptual. The diagram is thus understood as an enacted, non-

representational, material outcome of the process of experiencing and perceiving 

order through interaction between the two realms of the physical, ÔrealÕ, and the 

abstract, conceptual. More simply put, a diagram combines the practice of drawing 

with structures from the point of view that the two realms are co-constitutive and part 

of a same whole process. 

In the second part of the chapter, the work of Annemarie Mol and John Law, 

in particular, provides the opportunity to think anew about the relationship between 

space and structures by addressing in a positive way the possible interactions between 
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physical, ÔrealÕ space and abstract, conceptual space when constructing topologies. 

Their notion of Ôfluid spaceÕ is of particular importance as it integrates continuous and 

discontinuous processes, creating a framework in which dichotomies are seen as non-

conflictual. As a result of their work it is possible to conceptualise space outside of its 

representational limitations, as an active entity with epistemological purchase. This 

segues into one of the main questions of this thesis: how can we consider space as 

productive? 

This first chapter therefore provides the grounds for a notion to emerge which, 

it argues, is a critical determinant in thinking about the ontology of space: 

representation. A second notion emerges more clearly in the second chapter: 

language. Both these ideas will be discussed in different instances throughout this 

thesis due to their importance to the ways in which space has been understood and can 

be understood today and in the future. Both ideas traverse this thesis as an inescapable 

or inexorable presence in the discourses it surveys, not only in isolation but also, and 

most relevantly for this thesis, in combination. Representation is seen as a guiding 

principle underpinning contemporary understandings of space, in particular those that 

derive from a modernist epistemology. Within this representational epistemology 

things need to be represented as there is a separation between Man and world, subject 

and object, conceptual and physical; for something to be represented (presented again) 

it is necessary that the thing, subject of representation, exists as part of a detached and 

static realm, the ÔrealÕ, that is conceptually accessed by a knowing Man who is able to 

re-produce the thing either directly or indirectly (as for instance through language). 

As such it is required to freeze meaning and consequently notions and understanding 

of the thing also becomes static and unchanging. However, sustaining the separation 

between physical and abstract Ð that this thesis argues against Ð deprives space of its 
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multiplicity; by observing space as something static that can be represented, it denies 

variability (contingency) and provisionality to space and while separating humans 

from the world it also dismisses the notion of a co-construction between them, 

negating agency to space within this co-construction. As such, representation, acting 

as an epistemological and ontological filter, has prevented the full emergence of other 

(non-representational) epistemologies. Further, the importance to observe these two 

concepts extends beyond this, because in order to understand space, it is necessary to 

understand the limitations of language and linguistic models, when addressing the 

issue of inaccessible and unrepresentable entities as space is shown to be in Chapter 

Two. In order to step outside a representational epistemology mediated by linguistic 

models it is necessary a non-representational epistemology in which new 

understanding of what is materiality3 are integrated Ð as Karen Barad (2007) discusses 

in its interactions with language and Tim Ingold (200, 2007, 2011) in its implications 

within anthropology. 

Chapter Two reveals that space is an ambiguous and unknowable concept; 

one, however, that plays a productive role in the constitution of epistemological and 

methodological frameworks. The chapter approaches the literature review on the 

ontology of space by focusing on the Platonic concept of khora (one of the ancient 

Greek words for space), which is imbued with a set of characteristics that make khora 

emerge as something other, as a third thing, between the realm of the sensible and that 

of the intelligible, connecting, while at the same time keeping its distance, but 

potentiator of transformation Ð a ÔbastardÕ kind of reasoning, as Plato presented. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 As Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (2010) highlight, a new thinking strand is emerging: new 
materialism, that is rethinking matter, materiality and materialization; putting forward an ontological 
and epistemological framework that from a post-humanist perspective observes matter as something 
alive and with agency within everyday life. 
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Khora therefore exists outside a binary epistemological system. This otherness of 

khora has however given place to a difficulty in approaching and understanding the 

concept, becoming thus the concept the subject of debates and appropriations that are 

revealing for an enquiry on the ontology of space.  

The difficulties in conceptualising khora are revealed in Plato but also 

throughout time, as revealed within scholars interpretations, which struggle with the 

spatial connotation of the term, thus revealing a set of preconceptions in relation to 

what space is, and is not, about. This struggle, and supporting the findings of Chapter 

One, is based on a persistence in the separation between realms that supposedly are 

conflicting and thus cannot come together within a single concept as that of the 

physical and the metaphysical, the material and the immaterial, the intelligible and the 

sensible. In addiction, the debates reveal a multiplicity of understandings and 

conceptualisations that also support the findings of the first chapter in relation to the 

ambiguity, unattainability and indeterminacy that sustain the difficulty in pining down 

the ontology of space. Importantly then to overcome this perspectives on khora (and 

space), is the work of contemporary scholars as Jacques Derrida ([1993]1995), for 

whom khora becomes a placeholder to designate the unutterable, highlighting the 

limitations of language in expressing that that is unreachable, unknowable, evasive 

and thus unrepresentable. 

In the second part of the chapter, the work of Peter Eisenman and Jacques 

Derrida (1993) for the Park de la Villette shows how a representational and 

linguistically based approach towards the concept of khora hinders the recognition of 

what it means to build space (architecturally). This question of what space means, and 

the implications of materialising it, reflect the intention of this thesis to explore a 

conception of the ontology of space as productive. As such, EisenmanÕs and DerridaÕs 
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project raises the question of the nature of a practice that would research space by 

embracing and reflecting its ontological conundrum (in contrast to the aborted Park de 

la Villette garden), approaching it not as a representational concept but as a 

performative and productive entity. 

Nonetheless, interventions about the practical potential of khora in questioning 

knowledge and setting frameworks of research, point towards the idea that khora -

space- cannot be approached directly, only laterally, building a corral around it. 

However, through the analysis of khora, and supporting the findings of the first 

chapter, becomes possible to assert the possibility of a framework to explore space as 

a productive methodological device that brings together the constitution of order 

within a context that defies binary logics, linearity and the existence of an origin Ð 

thus a ÔbastardÕ self-reflexive and enacted order. If space through its interaction with 

structures and diagrams can then be thought as something with methodological 

purchase is a matter of discussion throughout Chapter Three and further explored in 

the second part of this thesis. 

Chapter Three begins the work of constructing such a corral by displacing 

the discussion of space into the context of an historiographical discussion on the 

nature of history. The chapter starts by verifying the spatial productivity described in 

the first two chapters by placing it in those epistemological frameworks that deal with 

ambiguous or unattainable concepts. This is done by drawing an analogy between the 

ambiguous nature of space and the ambiguity of the past, using the insights of 

historiography, a field that specifically addresses the implications of building a 

discipline (history) out of such ambiguity. It is crucial to understand, however, that 

this analogy is not intended as a way of researching historical understandings of 

space; rather, it is used to observe the problematic of space in a new light by 
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displacing it into the realm of an historiographical debate about the ontology of the 

past. The importance of such displacement, apart from aiding in the construction of a 

corral in which to research space, lies in the fact that historiography discusses the 

ontology of the past in relation to its own research. By approaching the discipline of 

history, this thesis uses the transdisciplinar methodology to facilitate the emergence of 

insights that cannot be found within the disciplines that take space as their primary 

concern.  

Thinking in terms of a methodology to research space leads the chapter to 

discourses that discuss the implications of methodologies in historiography, from 

those of Michel Foucault to Hayden White, and more recently Frank Ankersmit and 

Alun Munslow. These discussions have prompted methodological shifts not only in 

the practice of history, but also in the approaches of other disciplines towards history 

and historical objects. Thus, using this discussion, the chapter enquires how an 

ambiguous entity can be methodologically researched. The historiographical context 

prompted the question of the possibility of researching space outside a linguistically 

and representationally driven framework: what are the limitations of these 

methodologies in relation to space and how can a model of research be based on an 

emergent process instead of a representational one?  

Displacing the discussion from space to the past liberated a set of concerns 

and insights that ultimately led to a major realisation: that the productivity of space 

could be found in a methodological context. The provisional hypothesis, which is 

researched in the following chapters, is that space is an entity that is ambiguous, 

evasive, un-representable and unknowable, and yet has a methodological purchase, as 

it reflects the frictions and tensions between the multiple and multidimensional realms 

that inform everyday life. In the previous chapters, space emerges as a concept that is 
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related to order, classification and structuring activities. This sets the stage for a 

conception of space as a concept that plays a role within disciplinary epistemologies 

and thus has a productive methodological purchase. As such, this thesis not only 

concerns an enquiry into the ontology of space, but also asks what the methodological 

framework would be if the ontology of space were to be reframed Ð if space were seen 

to have a methodological purchase. As a consequence, the transdisciplinary 

methodology becomes fully performed, as the methodology of this thesis embodies its 

problematic, creating a recursive, self-reflective process, a mise-en-abyme in which 

space researches itself, placing the main intervention of this thesis within a 

methodological context. 

This ontological and methodological insight is further encouraged by another 

methodological turn: in order to explore the possibility that space has a 

methodological purchase it is necessary to perform this productivity. In the context of 

this thesis, this entails approaching such an exploration through merging the practices 

of drawing and structuring in a diagram. Inspiring this methodological turn is the 

specific methodology that art historian Aby Warburg used to create his Mnemosyne 

Atlas, which is discussed in the Preamble to the second part of this thesis. Thus, Part 

Two of this thesis introduces a way of researching an ontology of space through a 

speculative and experimental practice-based enquiry, driven by an aesthetic analysis 

of visual artefacts. The focus is on finding a path by which to research the ontology of 

space by looking not at space itself, but at the objects and artefacts that surround it 

and are affected by its productive nature. As such, the second part of this thesis 

presents an artistic experiment, The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body, 

which comprises a visual diagram, an encyclopaedia and an allegorical story 

composed of a set of meditations.  
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Throughout this thesis Ð at different moments for different purposes and in 

different forms Ð images, drawings, artefacts of material culture are brought together, 

creating a platform to be worked with, from and through, following the artistic 

approach that this thesis brings to the transdisciplinary methodology. As a result, a 

combination of two research paths inform The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body: the first is a research into how a diagram is created and through its application 

explores the potentiality of space as a methodological tool and the second is a 

research into the ontological possibility of space as ambiguous and with multiple 

existences, while being a unified entity.  

Chapter Four introduces the speculative experiment Ð a diagram entitled The 

Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body Ð through a discussion of its constitution 

and the interaction between the visual structure and the materials. This discussion is 

conducted by means of the creation of an encyclopaedia, which becomes a constituent 

part of the overall work. The encyclopaedia is a textual experiment that not only 

presents the captions describing the materials that make up the diagram, but also 

reveals the presence of multiple structures and grids, showing how space is at work in 

the construction of order. Through the encyclopaedia, the productivity of space as a 

methodological device is simultaneously revealed textually and performed, by 

highlighting the non-linear, recursive, indeterminate and non-representational 

dimension of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body. As such, this list of 

entries is informed by the attempt to capture the materiality of the images as they 

unfold endlessly from medium to medium, in intervention after intervention, through 

a process of shared authorship. The encyclopaedia works through the possibilities and 

potentialities of each image, which being decontextualized lacks origins, thus 

becoming an archaeological artefact that is enhanced by its interactions with the other 



! #) !

images, in an imaginary and aesthetic realm. The archaeological nature of the images 

and the non-linearity of their interconnections enable the creation of The Mouth of the 

Monster and the Hollow Body as a mise-en-abyme4 in which the multiple images 

construct a wider, recursive, infinite whole, created from the infinite narratives of 

each image and the infinite associations and relations between them.  

As such, this chapter puts forward the diagrammatical side of The Mouth of 

the Monster and the Hollow Body, as a discussion of the possibilities of space being 

methodologically productive, as the diagram allows the formation of a strategy that is 

based on a framework that is: archaeological, self-reflective, aesthetically driven, in 

which disruptions and jumps are welcomed and that remains in constant formation. 

This is possible as the diagram is informed by a concurrent coexistence of multiple 

structures, each of them presenting different dimensions of space, working on an 

integrated, interactive an non-hierarchical mode. Through the diagram The Mouth of 

the Monster and the Hollow Body bypasses the impossibility of utterance by 

presenting a single unity constituted by non-unifiable but interactive, infinite 

dimensions, thus enacting the paradoxical and impossible nature of space. 

Consequently, Chapter Four presents space as having methodological purchase when 

informed by an open an accepting conceptualisation of space as informed by a 

multiplicity of dimensions and facets that nonetheless still constitute a single entity. 

Chapter Five presents the artistic outcome of the notion of space as a 

methodological device or strategy with which to research the ontology of space itself. 

It is the outcome of applying the diagram as a spatial methodological device that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 The concept of mise-en-abyme is explored throughout this thesis but explained fully  in Chapter Two. 
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works in a non-linear, discontinuous, archaeological, recursive mode and uses 

aesthetic affect to reach a conceptualisation of space. This chapter follows from the 

necessity of constructing a corral in which to approach space. This corral is informed 

by displacing the ambiguity, unattainability and indeterminacy of space onto the 

notion of the monster. This displacement allows a way (through the figure of the 

monster) to interrogate space, an interrogation that concerns the possibility of multiple 

existences that nonetheless coexist. Thus it is possible to explore through this figure a 

wide array of situations in which the physical, the material, the abstract, the 

conceptual, the imaginative, the affective, the experiential and the aesthetic interact, 

as traces of the monster can be found in the processes of transformation and 

metamorphosis that occur in the interaction, friction and tension between the physical, 

the material, the abstract, the conceptual, the immaterial, the metaphysical, the 

imaginative, the affective and the experiential that inform everyday life; that is, the 

frictions, tensions and interactions between multiple dimensions of existence. These 

multiple existences all constitute the monster as a single entity, just as the multiple 

existences of space constitute the single entity of space. The work of Chapter Five 

therefore is a written thought experiment that draws from the speculative artistic 

practice of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body as a mode of research. 
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Chapter One 

Problematics of the Ontology of Space 

 

This chapter presents a review of Western literature dealing with the concept of space 

from the perspective of the humanities, focusing particularly on the scholarship that 

has emerged from the so-called Ôspatial turnÕ of the twentieth century. It therefore 

takes as its point of departure the belief that, over time, space (as an idea) fell into 

neglect, until the mid-twentieth century attempt to recover and re-conceptualise it. It 

observes the implications that such a recovery Ð driven by its opposition to modernist 

conceptions of space as a static entity Ð has had on contemporary thought, and is 

motivated by the desire to reveal the set of elements, concepts and notions that form 

the basis of current reflections on space. 

In reviewing the literature, and in particular through a close reading of the 

work of Doreen Massey and Tim Ingold, two concepts emerge as fundamental to 

contemporary thought relating to space: representation and structure. These notions 

seem to underlie contemporary conceptualisations of space, particularly in the 

discussions that distinguish space from other family cognates: space is frequently 

defined by opposing it to place, site, landscape, region or location, as well as other 

concepts that are frequently thought of in relation to space, such as limit, boundary 

and distance. Two findings surface in the analysis of these discussions. The first is 

that when discussing space there is generally a separation between physical or ÔrealÕ 

and abstract or conceptual understandings. This separation, with its non-integrated 

perspective, has led to the formation of two antagonistic positions towards the role of 
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space within contemporary epistemologies. The work of Massey illustrates one side of 

the argument: she calls for an urgent recovery of the concept of space from the notion 

of it as a static container. The other view, illustrated by Ingold, argues that because of 

the weight and persistence of understandings of space as an abstract, representational, 

lifeless concept, it is better to dismiss the term ÔspaceÕ altogether. The second finding, 

however, suggests that the separation between physical/ÔrealÕ and abstract/conceptual 

space is symptomatic of a problem that goes far deeper than a mere linguistic 

insufficiency. The problematic underlying the separation is the lack of consensus over 

what physical space is, because it does not seem possible to pin down a referent. 

Space, in its totality, emerges as something ambiguous and unknowable. 

In order to dispel the tension provoked by this ambiguity, the second part of 

the chapter will investigate IngoldÕs work more closely, alongside that of Annemarie 

Mol and John Law. Together, their work provides a practical framework for an 

ontological discussion in which it may be possible to overcome the separation of 

physical/ÔrealÕ and abstract/conceptual space. This framework segues into the 

intention of this thesis to discuss space as a methodological device. Adopting a 

dialogic rhetoric, this thesis introduces the notion of the diagram as an enacted 

structure that can be used as a methodological device to embrace both the physical 

and abstract dimensions of space. As such, it takes the position that instead of simply 

separating the concept of space from the idea of it as representation, a more 

productive outcome can be achieved if representation is also re-thought, moving 

towards the idea that space is non-representational (as Ingold suggests). This implies 

that a different way of understanding engagement and materiality is needed in order to 

work with, and think productively about, space Ð a concept that is ontologically 

ambiguous. It also assumes that the notion of structure can be positively re-thought. 



! $$!

This notion, when associated with the act of drawing, becoming a diagram, can be 

used to catapult us into thinking of space as a methodological device Ð that is, into 

thinking of space productively. 

 

 

Space and the Difficulties of its Conceptualisation Amongst its Family 

Cognates 

 

During the second half of the twentieth century, a new awareness of space emerged 

within the humanities, which led some scholars to take a different approach in the 

hope of re-empowering the concept. This movement arose as a response to the 

modernist paradigm, which it believed had disempowered the concept of space. As 

Massey ([2005] 2010) reveals, contemporary scholarship deemed it necessary to re-

think the concept after a perceived change in the relationship with space in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when it became a symbol of modernity. This was 

primarily due to the effort to revolutionise the concept of time Ð an attempt that was 

mainly driven by the concerns of process philosophers and thinkers such as Henry 

Bergson and Alfred North Whitehead. To some extent, as Massey ([2005] 2010) 

shows, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries became time-focused and time-

orientated: in the words of Edward S. Casey, the last two hundred years have been 

dominated by ÔtemporocentrismÕ (Casey, 1998, p. x). According to Casey (1998, p. 

x), and also Massey ([2005] 2010), at stake was the liberation of time from, on the 

one hand, the constraints of chronology, which deemed time to be a passive, 
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utilitarian device, and on the other, the scientific conception that time had to be 

stopped or put on hold in order to allow reality to be isolated for scientific analysis 

and the writing of results and conclusions. 

As a result of modernity, time was seen as regulated by science. Changing this 

situation, rethinking time, opened up the possibility of also changing the modern 

scientific paradigm (Massey, [2005] 2010). Time could then be conceived of as a 

process, as ÔtemporalityÕ. However, in order to facilitate such a conceptual 

transformation, it was necessary to set it against a perspective that would stand for the 

old paradigm. As a by-product of this agenda, the modernist perspective came to be 

symbolised by space. This was due to the rationale that when time is put on hold the 

result is the creation of space (Massey, [2005] 2010). Consequently, space came to be 

understood as something that stands in opposition to time; it came to represent all the 

things that time is not Ð namely, the static, the fixed, the immutable. Warf and Arias 

(2009) refer to the same underlying notion that space had become subordinate to time 

in nineteenth century thought. They identify the historicism of Hegel and Marx, as 

well as the Whiggish accounts of history, as the driving force behind this process of 

subordination. This, they believe, was due to a de-spatialisation of the social and 

cultural realms by linear, teleological accounts (Warf and Arias, 2009, p. 2), an 

understanding that the twentieth century inherited, but which the humanities has 

subsequently, since the second half of the twentieth century, deemed problematic. 

Several voices began to emerge in the effort to recover the concept of space 

from this approach; they were intent on forming an understanding of space from the 

perspective of the humanities, as distinct from the spatial understanding of the 

sciences. This movement for the re-instatement of space came to be known as the 

Ôspatial turnÕ (referred to above), whereby space came to be seen as a social and 
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cultural construct (Warf and Arias, 2009). The spatial turn, according to Warf and 

Arias (2009, p. 1), is a movement in the humanities, particularly within the disciplines 

of geography, sociology, social science, anthropology, history, art history and cultural 

studies, which claims that a spatial awareness is necessary in order to overcome 

universalist and single-voiced narratives within epistemological frameworks. The 

underlying assumption is that space is important, Ònot for the simplistic and overly 

used reason that everything happens in space, but because where things happen is 

critical to knowing how and why they happenÓ (ibid). 

Possibly the most recognisable of these voices is that of philosopher and 

sociologist Henri Lefebvre. In his work, The Production of Space ([1974] 2005), 

Lefebvre wants to rescue space from the conceptual domain (particularly that of the 

sciences, led by mathematics) and bring it into the practical domain. However, the 

practical domain, for Lefebvre, is the domain of the social. Despite the reduction of 

what ÔpracticalÕ, or in his words, ÔrealÕ space can be, Lefebvre expresses the following 

aspiration: 

 

The project I am outlining, however, does not aim to produce a (or the) discourse 
on space, but rather to expose the actual production of space by bringing the 
various kinds of space and modaliti es of their genesis together within a single 
theory. (Lefebvre, [ 1974] 2005, p. 16) 

 

In other words, he wishes to set space free from existing discourses in order to give it 

its own authority. Despite the impact of the publication of The Production of Space 

([1974] 2005), Warf and Arias identify an earlier movement in the 1920s among 

sociologists and geographers of the Chicago School as the first attempt to recover the 

concept of space. It was only later, however, in the 1960s and 70s, that the work of 
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Lefebvre, in conjunction with that of Michel Foucault and David Harvey, provoked 

the stirrings of a wider discussion (Warf and Arias, 2009. p. 3). Their work was 

continued by a multiplicity of scholars, who Ð to a greater or lesser degree Ð 

gravitated around the discipline of geography. Despite interventions from other 

disciplines and academic fields, contemporary thinking about space has remained 

fundamentally driven by geographical concerns. The impact of this is better 

understood by considering the relationship between space and place. 

The act of bringing the concept of space into the humanities released another 

concept Ð ÔplaceÕ Ð into the discussion, through a focus on the relational aspects of 

space within social, cultural, political and economic structures. This has generated 

confusion between the terms: the two concepts are used indiscriminately, with little 

clarity or precision, not only in daily parlance, but also within the humanities. 

Hubbard and Kitchin, in the introduction to Key Thinkers of Space and Place, state: 

 

In popular discourse, space and place are often regarded as synonymous with 
terms including region, area and landscape. For geographers, however, these twin 
terms have provided the building blocks of an intellectual (and disciplinary) 
enterprise that stretches back many centuries. (Hubbard and Kitchin, [2004] 2011, 
p. 4) 

 

Hubbard and Kitchin thus separate space and place from other terms, attributing them 

a greater importance within geography-driven discussions (this view can however be 

extended to the humanities in general). Nonetheless, a separation between the two 

terms themselves is hard to pin-down and the differentiation between them has been 

left to paradigm changes inside the discipline of geography. However, due to the 

broad use of these terms in the humanities, scholars from diverse disciplinary 

backgrounds Ð such as historian of philosophy Keimpe Algra (1994), geographer Yi-
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Fu Tuan (2008), anthropologist Tim Ingold (2011) and philosopher Edward S. Casey 

(1998) Ð believe it is necessary to draw a clear distinction between space and place. 

The tension between space and place is an old one in the history of Western 

thought. For instance, Plato and Aristotle took distinct positions on this subject: Plato 

developed the notion of khora (which is explored in greater detail in Chapter Two), a 

concept that is closer to the idea of space, while Aristotle advocated the idea of place 

or topos5. For Casey (1998, p. ix), place as a concept has been subordinated to space, 

due to its ubiquity and pervasiveness that derives from the very fact that Ò[t]o be at all 

Ð to exist in any way Ð is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be in some kind 

of placeÓ. And, given the scientific understanding of space as an absolute, space 

emerged with a stronger presence. Casey (1998, p. ix) states that the concept of place 

was understood as a ÔmodificationÕ of space, which triggers Casey to show how the 

notion of place was present throughout history in the thinking of some of the best-

known philosophers dealing with the idea of space. 

Addressing the concept of place, anthropologist Marc AugŽ ([1992] 2006) 

makes a distinction between places and non-places; however, it becomes necessary to 

ask whether non-places are ÔspacesÕ or ÔsitesÕ. Thus another concept emerges between 

space and place, that of ÔsiteÕ, which instead of clearing the path for a distinction 

between space and place only makes it more diffused and unclear. According to 

Algra, in Concepts of Space in Greek Thought (1994), what governs the decision to 

use the term ÔspaceÕ or the term ÔplaceÕ is the fact that space is generally assumed to 

be broader and more inclusive than place. Furthermore, he declares that 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 The discussion between Plato and Aristotle and the potential misunderstanding of PlatoÕs khora 
by Aristotle when pleading for the primacy of place is a matter of in-depth study by Algra (1994). 



! $) !

É ÔplaceÕ is rather used in a relational setting (place being, either potentially or 
actually, the place of something) whereas ÔspaceÕ rather refers to an underlying 
frame of reference or to the sum total of all places. (Algra, 1994, p. 20) 

 

The same idea is put forward by Tuan:  

 

[T] he meaning of space often merges with that of place. ÔSpaceÕ is more abstract 
than ÔplaceÕ. What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to 
know it better and endow it with value. (Tuan, 2008, p. 6) 

 

Place then emerges as a site or location which is invested with historical and cultural 

meaning; in distinction, the abstract nature of space connects space to the idea of an 

absence of human emotions and thus as playing a role in everyday living. 

The distinction between space and place has therefore diminished space, to the 

point that, in his book, Being Alive (2011), Ingold includes a chapter on space entitled, 

ÔAgainst SpaceÕ. He argues that when someone wants to refer to the way we inhabit 

the world in everyday speech, the word ÔspaceÕ is rejected in favour of terms that are 

more specific, grounded and related to practice, such as environment, land, earth, 

field, country, landscape, indoors, sky, air, place, site or room (Ingold, 2011). Thus 

according to Ingold, because we have all these other terms that are much more closely 

linked with the experience of, and everyday activities involved in, inhabiting the 

world, space Ð in its relationship with modernity Ð has kept its meaning as an empty 

and abstract concept, one that is detached from experience, and even from life itself. 

This conceptualisation of space as divorced from the everyday realm, trapped within a 

representational paradigm and deeply connected with modernist thinking, leads Ingold 

to (once more and despite the spatial turn) disempower space by deeming it 

unnecessary. 
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A closer look at IngoldÕs thought proves fundamental to comprehending the 

contemporary understanding of space and recognising how space has once again 

become disempowered through the tensions created between space and place, and the 

idea that it is necessary to opt for one or the other because they each stand for distinct 

ontological and epistemological positions that are irreconcilable Ð particularly in 

relation to the perceived division between human beings and the world. This thesis, 

however, argues that space and place do not represent different understandings of 

humanity and the world, and the interactions between them. Each word has a meaning 

that reflects such understandings, but as both are historically contingent, there is no 

clear-cut boundary between them, and consequently there are dimensions that are 

currently attributed solely to place which are also shared by space, particularly when 

dealing with the physical, material and everyday dimensions of spatiality. This 

distinction anticipates an important differentiation: the misleading use of these two 

concepts reveals the existence of a relationship between the way that human beings 

experience, interpret and connect with the world (and with existing and emerging 

conceptualisations) and the attribution of meanings to words. 

 

 

The dis-empowerment of space 

 

When portraying space as a concept of modernity, Ingold, in Being Alive (2011), 

departs from the relationship between the terms ÔspaceÕ, ÔplaceÕ and ÔroomÕ. In the 

modernist epistemology, Ingold (2011, p. 146) argues, space is the container of more 



! %*!

than one place, there are places nested inside other places (like a Russian doll); in 

such a system, each time we move upwards and outwards we become more and more 

detached from the Earth, from real and lived experience, moving into increasingly 

rarefied levels of abstraction. For Ingold, this succession of spaces creates the notion 

of continuous, infinite space Ð something that is constantly present but, because it 

contains all places, is at the same time necessarily infinite and absolute. ÒSpace is 

nothing, and because it is nothing it cannot truly be inhabited at allÓ (ibid, p. 145). 

The notion of space as infinite, absolute and abstract leads Ingold to perceive it as 

something without materiality or physicality. Thus, in terms of a discourse on 

everyday praxis, space becomes an unnecessary idea. According to Ingold, we have 

ended up with this abstract and reified concept because of an epistemology in which 

human beings are seen as separate from the world. Due to this sense of separateness, 

we occupy the world but do not inhabit it. Ingold (2011, p. 148) says, however, that 

our daily experience of inhabiting the world is one of constant movement, not of 

living inside bounded domains, and consequently we cannot separate off places, 

moving from one to another; instead, our movements constitute a place in themselves. 

Ingold explains this notion of place by means of the word ÔroomÕ, in the 

Germanic sense of the term Ôliving spaceÕ, in which ÔroomÕ and ÔlifeÕ are part of the 

same concept (ibid, pp. 145-147). This combination of life with place allows Ingold to 

reframe of the notion of ÔdwellingÕ, which for him means the process of inhabiting the 

Earth and is associated with an absence of boundaries and limits, since life is not lived 

in enclosed spaces. According to Ingold, place is a concept that reflects the 

inhabitation of Earth, while space is completely detached from this dimension, and 

hence is an abstract and empty concept. Thus, for Ingold, we have gone from a notion 

of room as something that is open, a way through life, to a notion of space that is 
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closed as it represents the suspension or enclosure of life. What space lacks is the 

notion of life as movement and process, in the sense of something that is lived and 

constructed through inhabiting a site. In losing this dimension of movement, of 

passage, space has gained boundaries or limits and become enclosed Ð somewhere we 

can place other things. This concept of space is a product of modernity, since the 

above epistemology is paradigmatic of modernity (ibid, p. 145). 

IngoldÕs position, however, threatens to lead us once again towards a 

disempowerment of the concept of space, obliterating its presence from the 

contemporary epistemological system Ð particularly given the current sensibility 

towards and awareness of the idea of change, movement and process (especially when 

thinking about the everyday). However, not everyone takes the same position, and 

scholars such as Massey have investigated ways of rethinking space in order to 

instigate its re-empowerment. As such, Massey ([2005] 2010, p. 13) argues for an 

understanding of space not as static, but as a product of relations, associated with a set 

of terms relating to process, such as heterogeneity, relationality and coexistence. 

Massey sets out the three propositions that inform her understanding of space. The 

first is that space is Òthe product of interrelationsÓ; the second, that it is Òthe sphere of 

possibility of existence of multiplicityÓ; and the third, that it is Òalways under 

construction É a simultaneity of stories-so-farÓ (Massey, [2005] 2010, p. 9). These 

three premises derive from questioning the preconceived ideas of space, but 

particularly from an interrogation of the association of space with representation and 

structures. For Ingold, the absence of life in the concept of space is a reason to deem it 

unnecessary; for Massey, by contrast, this lack of life is simply a by-product of a 

certain epistemology Ð the concept of space is not necessarily lifeless, and if it is, this 

is only a temporary situation until it becomes detached from this epistemology.  
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The re-empowerment of space 

 

In her work, For Space ([2005] 2010), Massey presents her arguments for the urgency 

and importance of re-thinking space in terms of its place in politics. She identifies 

representation as the guiding principle underpinning contemporary understandings of 

space, in particular those that derive from a modernist epistemology. Massey ([2005] 

2010, pp. 26-7) identifies two steps in the process of equating space with 

representation: first, representation is concerned with fixing meaning, and second, this 

representational process (of constructing frameworks outside time; frameworks that 

do not incorporate notions as movement, temporality, and hence life itself) is equated 

with space. Agreeing with Ingold, Massey argues that this association with 

representation has turned space into a concept that is about fixing the meaning of 

things, extracting the life from them. In developing her argument, she accepts the first 

step in the process, but contests the second. For Massey, it is the fact that space is 

associated with representation Ð informing the understanding of space as static, 

lifeless and limiting Ð that led nineteenth century process philosophers such as 

Bergson to place all the value on time, to the detriment of space. 

Massey argues that in the process of releasing time from the constraints of 

modernity (as discussed above), space has been neglected, left behind in the 

movement towards process. Time needed a point of opposition from which it could 

move away, departing from the static conceptualisations that previously constrained it 

as a concept Ð and that point was space. Space then became the opposite of time, its 

negation, and came to signify the non-temporal (Massey, [2005] 2010). Recognising 

the interdependence of space and time Ð despite the implications this conception 
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possessed in the past, when space was confined in the notion that it is omnipresent 

and immutable Ð Massey argues for a concept of space which is also about processes. 

She take her lead from the movement against modernity in order to argue for a notion 

of space that is non-static and living, and thus for its re-empowerment. 

In bringing space to life, Massey recovers the idea of process through 

temporality. In so doing, she follows a strategy that is dependent on the association of 

space with time. Consequently, she traces the understanding of space through its 

recent connection with time, showing the multiple ways in which the relationship 

between space and time has been conceived of negatively. However, in her reading, 

space is constantly contrasted with time and temporality. She therefore not only sees 

space as informed and defined by temporality, but by following this strategy Massey 

in turn limits the formation of the concept of space to that of time and timeÕs 

conceptualisation as temporality. Thus space is prevented from claiming a distinct 

ontological imaginary and establishing its own authority over what constitutes it. 

In MasseyÕs battle to rescue space from its association with representation, a 

particular notion emerges: that of the ÔcontainerÕ. This notion of space as a container 

is one of three understandings of physical space that Algra (1994) identifies as present 

in Western thought (he distinguishes physical from metaphysical conceptualisations 

of space). However, despite the fact that Massey addresses conceptual understandings 

of space, what appears obvious is that her battle to dissociate space from 

representation is a battle against the conception of space as a container. The equation 

of space with representation does not simply arise from its appropriation by modernist 

preoccupations Ð an idea that rests on the assumption that, up until that moment, space 

was an empty concept waiting to be filled with meaning. The idea of space already 

carried associations with stasis and connotations of it as a container, as Algra (1994) 
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shows in his enquiry into physical understandings of space in ancient Greek thought. 

In the Greek context, when space is associated with the idea of a container it emerges 

as the place in which all things exist Ð because everything must exist within 

something. 

The idea of space as a container can be found in two instances in which the 

concept of space is associated with representation. The first instance is frequently 

called the birdÕs eye view, a position in which the subject is distant and separate from 

the object under observation. This perspective is associated with the idea that human 

beings are distinct from the world and are therefore able to observe it as if existing 

independently of it. This understanding of space has been associated with the 

emergence of the subject/object divide in modernity, whereby an enquiring subject 

can stand outside a container and look into it, observing the things that exist within it. 

This perspective equates representation with the notion that, because the observer is 

detached from the observed object, it is possible for an undistorted, rational and 

logical knowledge to emerge, and through this knowledge, the object can then be 

reproduced, reconstructed and re-presented in its entirety. The second instance in 

which space is connected with representation arises from the idea of space as a 

background. In this perspective, space is the medium in which things are brought 

together. As such, it could be called the blank page conceptualisation. In contrast to 

the first perspective (although they are related), space does not necessarily contain 

things that can be looked upon, but receives them. As a consequence, the enquiring 

observer does not only have a delimited framework within which these things can be 

observed, but also acquires the possibility of choosing what can be placed inside the 

container. 

ModernityÕs efforts to construe a way of understanding the world encouraged 
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an epistemology in which the subject, Man, is perceived as existing outside and apart 

from the world, the birdÕs eye view. Therefore, it was thought possible to construct 

frameworks, the blank page perspective, that could be suspended and detached from 

reality, in order for Man to observe and understand it. This meant that Man could re-

construct parts of reality Ð that is, nature or the world Ð in order to represent it. In both 

instances, space is understood not only as an entity that is static and passive, but one 

that also allows things to be controlled and constrained in order to be observed, 

understood, identified and categorised; thus conferred with an identity and a meaning. 

The central problem with equating space with models of representation is that 

it reveals the persistence of the modern epistemology. As Ingold (2011) argues, 

representation is the position of being everywhere at the same time Ð an omnipresent 

and immobile position that allows apprehension but at the same time generates 

distance. This stance, for Ingold, contradicts the concept of dwelling/life. Concurring 

with this position, Massey ([2005] 2010) argues that when understanding the world 

through representation (and in materialising that understanding) it is necessary to 

freeze meaning, and this presupposes that our understanding also becomes static and 

unchanging in relation to the objects thus represented. As a consequence, both Ingold 

and Massey argue that this is an epistemology that sets itself against life, and both 

these understandings of space are therefore abstract, conceptual constructions of space 

that are deprived of life. 

Massey ([2005] 2010) associates this deprivation of life, or separation from 

life, with the notion of structure, another product of the modernist epistemology. As 

representation became associated with space through the modern definition of space, 

so structure (as a practice fundamentally identified with modernity) also became 

associated with space. If representation was the way in which fixed, static knowledge 



! %'!

was presented as a synthesis, then structure was the way in which such fixed, static 

knowledge was acquired. As with representation, this structure became intimately 

related to the concept of space within the modernist epistemology. The reason behind 

the identification of space with the notion of structure is, Massey argues, because 

structures are directly related to the notion of the static Ð they are seen as lifeless 

tables, where things are placed in order to be analysed, or as devices that slice through 

time to stop its flow, enabling the observation of whatever is captured in that specific 

slice of time. More importantly, structures create a framework in which meaning can 

be fixed, or through which it was believed that the meaning of an object could be 

discerned. As such, structures are the epitome of the notion of Òcontaining of the 

temporalÓ (Massey, [2005] 2010, p. 36), the underlying basis of the birdÕs eye view 

and the idea of the blank page. Massey believes that the association of space with the 

static and lifeless through the notion of structure was deepened by the structuralist 

movement, because it not only associates space with the non-temporal but also with 

the a-temporal. 

Massey ([2005] 2010, pp. 36-37) sees structuralism as a movement that aimed 

to re-instate space as a counterpoint to process philosophy that recovered time from 

the paradigm of modernity. Space was put forward as the banner against the two ideas 

that structuralism opposed: the first being the notion of causality, particularly when 

associated with written narratives, and the second, the idea of the linear progress of 

history and culture. As such, she argues that structuralism moved from the diachronic 

to the synchronic. However, such a shift carried with it the continuation and 

reinforcement of the idea that space stands in contrast to time. Synchronicity stands 

above and beyond the idea of a slice though the linearity of chronology, as it 

represents the absence of temporality (ibid). 
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As a result, Massey identifies two problems with the structuralist use of space. 

The first is the absence of change associated with the idea of holding the world still 

(ibid, p. 38). She sees this notion as an outcome of the binary thinking of Western 

civilisation, which sets the static against the dynamic, ignoring the idea that they are 

in fact integrated. Consequently, Massey ([2005] 2010, p. 39) rejects the idea, often 

offered as a solution to the binary problem, of building a bridge between the two 

opposing concepts through the idea of the third6. MasseyÕs opposition to this idea is 

due to the fact that she believes that dichotomies can only be resolved through the 

idea of multiplicity; that is, through the dissolution of the binary system. The second 

problem that Massey identifies in the structuralist understanding of space is the 

observation of structures as closed systems that cannot accept change, as this would 

entail the introduction of temporality. For Massey, the fact that these structures are 

closed systems implies that the relations present within the system are locked, leading 

to necessarily essentialist perspectives. Because the relations are fixed and inflexible, 

not open to change, the system does not allow for juxtaposition and prevents those 

things that are generally regarded as unrelated from cohering (ibid). 

Despite the problems that structuralism poses for the conceptualisation of 

space, Massey ([2005] 2010, p. 39) recognises that the idea of structure also contains 

a positive element: space is thought of in terms of relations between the elements that 

the structure addresses, and this means that, on the one hand, space can potentially be 

thought of in a productive manner, and on the other, relations can only be fully 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Massey states that PlatoÕs khora as the third element is an example of such a  thinking- process in 
conceptualisations of space. The concept of khora wil l be the subject of close attention in the 
second chapter of this thesis. However, despite the definition of khora as the third element, this 
thesis does not take a position that, as Massey puts it, sees  i t  as a bridge between two t h i n g s. 
Instead, the third in Plato is considered t o  be a constituent of a whole, and not an external 
element bridging the other two elements. 
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understood by means of an open conceptualisation of spatiality. Thus Massey 

concludes her enquiry into structuralism by saying:  

 

[S]pace is indeed a product of relations (first proposition) and for that to be so 
there must be multipli city (second proposition). However, these are not the 
relations of a coherent, closed system within which, as they say, everything is 
(already) related to everything else. Space can never be that completed 
simultaneity in which all interconnections have been established, and in which 
everywhere is already linked with everywhere else. A space, then, which is neither 
a container for always-already constituted identities nor a completed closure of 
holism. This is a space of loose ends and missing links. For the future to be open, 
space must be open too. (Massey, [2005] 2010, p. 12) 

 

Although recognising the importance of relations, Massey dismisses their 

connection to structure, which she discards. But is not the notion of structure essential 

to the conception of relational systems? Thus the first proposition of this thesis arises 

from MasseyÕs discussion of structuralism. Instead of arguing for the severance of the 

relationship between structures and space (a relationship that is fundamental to a 

discussion on the ontology of space), this thesis takes the position that it is more 

productive to re-think the notion of structure, particularly in relation to space. Re-

thinking structure therefore is at foundation of this thesis: it investigates the forms and 

shapes structures take, and how models of change, multiplicity, multidimensionality 

and relationality can be integrated with them. It asks how a structure can be 

contingent, provisional and indeterminate. Ultimately, this thesis explores whether, 

through re-conceptualising structure, space can be conceived of as an instrumental 

element, particularly in terms of the emergence and use of knowledge, and whether it 

can therefore provide a new framework for a discussion on the ontology of space 

itself. 
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A second realisation that arises from this chapterÕs close engagement with the 

work of Ingold and Massey is the fact that the relationship between abstract space and 

physical or ÔrealÕ space remains unresolved. Whereas Ingold makes the separation 

between them clear when he dismisses space as an abstraction in favour of life or the 

fabric of the everyday, the separation is more hidden in Massey. However, her 

argument concerning representation and space can only be pursued if the idea of 

representation remains unquestioned. Things can only be represented in a framework 

in which there is a separation between the conceptual and the physical, as the 

representation is the conceptual counterpart of the ÔrealÕ. It is only through a 

representational model that a separation between the conceptual or abstract and the 

physical or ÔrealÕ can be sustained Ð conceptual, abstract space is a representation of 

what is viewed as physical, ÔrealÕ space. Thus only conceptual, abstract space is 

associated with representation, not ÔrealÕ space Ð precisely because it is ÔrealÕ. This 

framework becomes more evident when Massey discusses LŽvi-StraussÕs use of the 

concept of space. Massey ([2005] 2010, p. 38) argues that LŽvi-StraussÕs 

interpretation of space is a taxonomic one and does not involve ÔrealÕ space. This 

taxonomic space is, for Massey, just a representation or a grid that is applied to 

ÔrealityÕ without engaging with it; the result, she believes, is that LŽvi-Strauss works 

Òthrough an imagination of the spatial as a synchronic closureÓ.  

Thus a notion of ÔrealÕ space emerges, one that is distinct from conceptual 

space, despite the fact that it is neither clearly presented nor discussed. However, 

contrary to Lefebvre, for whom ÔrealÕ space is social, Massey identifies it as 

belonging to human geography. This, however, begs the question of what it is in the 

ÔrealÕ world that is identified as the ÔrealÕ space that is then conceptualised or 

represented by the notion of conceptual space. Furthermore, if these different spaces 
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are observed as separate things, what is separating them and how are they related Ð in 

other words, why are they both called space? This thesis therefore interrogates the 

validity of the separation of and distinction between these two understandings of 

space. It also looks at how a different representational model could impact on the 

relationship between physical and conceptual space Ð a model that is non-

representational, in which humanity and the world are not seen as separate entities but 

are instead mutually informed, each by the other. As a consequence, it argues, the idea 

of bounded entities would dissolve, so that knowledge would no longer be seen as the 

product of human actions but as emergent in this mutual construction. 

 

 

The importance of ÔphysicalÕ space 

 

Despite the fact that when discussing the everyday the humanities turn with interest to 

space, it is most frequently examined using the notion of ÔplaceÕ (even if the notion is 

unstated and the word ÔspaceÕ is used instead). However, the observation of what 

appears to be the ÔrealÕ, concrete dimension of the world, the everyday, does not 

replace the idea of physical space, which still needs to be factored in as a constituent 

of the everyday. Algra (1994), in his study on ancient Greek conceptions of space, 

looks at notions of physical space or how space was conceptualised as existing in the 

physical world. He identifies three distinct categories into which concepts of physical 

space before the twentieth century Ð in the Ôpre-Einstein eraÕ Ð were divided (Algra, 

1994, p. 15). According to Algra, until the nineteenth and twentieth century 
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developments in mathematics and physics, theories about the ÔfunctionsÕ of space in 

Western thought were limited and rooted by everyday experience and parlance. 

Consequently, space was observed as: 

 

(a)  a kind of prime stuff or Ôreservoir of physical possibilitiesÕ, or 

(b)  a framework of (relative) locations, or 

(c)  a container, the Ôfixed stage where things play out their comedyÕ, a space in 
which things are and through which they can move, to paraphrase Epicurus. 
(Algra, 1994, pp. 15-16) 

 

There is a striking resemblance between this division of conceptualisations of 

physical space and the conceptual understandings that Massey presents: the idea of 

space as a container, which runs through the notion of the birdÕs eye view and idea of 

the blank page; the structuralist idea of relational space; and most evidently, the fact 

that the opposing notions of content and container bring forth a third idea bridging the 

two Ð the relation between them. This reveals that beneath both the abstract 

conceptualisations of space and the understandings of space that derive from everyday 

experience lies a starkly binary system which is only mitigated by the introduction of 

a third element. It also reveals how muddy and undefined the distinction between 

physical/ÔrealÕ space and abstract/conceptual space is. This is because understandings 

of space that derive from everyday experience have informed physical theories of 

space, which in turn inform the abstract conceptual understandings that the humanities 

on one hand seem to resist and on the other to adopt. The blurred, fuzzy distinction is 

made even more obscure when Algra (1994, p. 19) argues that the reason for the lack 

of integration in EinsteinÕs understanding of space is that non-classical physics Òhas 

hardly any connection with everyday experience or with common parlanceÓ. Thus an 



! &#!

understanding not only of what physical, ÔrealÕ space might be, but also of what 

separates these two dimensions of space, appears increasingly distant and seemingly 

unachievable. 

Physics does not seem to provide the means to fully understanding space in a 

ÔrealÕ sense; it is unable to justify the separation between physical/ÔrealÕ and 

abstract/conceptual space. To start with, when thinking about what ÔrealÕ space could 

be, it is possible to agree that there are sensations and feelings, if not of an entity, then 

of something that is referred to as ÔspaceÕ, although Ð as we have seen so far Ð it does 

not appear easy to identify it precisely. Therefore, although it might be difficult to 

pinpoint space, there is a belief in something with a physical existence that is called 

ÔspaceÕ, to which we can attribute a set of properties, if only provisionally and 

contingently. But what are these physical or material properties that allow us to think, 

imagine and feel that space has an existence? What are the things that may have led to 

these multiple understandings of space? And can an enquiry into what might 

constitute a sensation of space provide some answers? 

 

 

A sensation of space 

 

In order to answer these questions this thesis has surveyed literature across 

psychology and the cognitive sciences relating to the perception of space, in particular 

work that introduces the perspective that space should be considered using a non-

static model Ð for example, through movements such as walking. This derives from 
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the assumption that the perception of space should not be equated with visual 

perception alone, but that other sensations, experiences and affects should be 

considered. However, the literature appears to have a deficit in this approach: when 

psychologists and cognitive scientists use the term, Ôperception of spaceÕ, they 

generally appear to be referring, firstly, to a visually dominant perception and, 

secondly, to the use of the visual perception of objects to understand and discuss 

systems of relations and distances (Bugmann and Coventry, 2008; Carlson and Van 

Deman, 2004; Coventry et al., 2008) and the way this third dimension, space, is 

perceived (Judd, 1898; Mavridou, 2007). 

A potentially productive discussion of spatial perception through walking is 

thus reduced to a system of visual relations between objects, driven by the equation of 

space with distance, and approached through a correlation between the notions of 

sensed distance and physical distance. This begs the question of whether it is only 

possible to think about and discuss the perception of space through visual perception 

and the perception of things, or if there is a perception of space beyond the visual. For 

instance, how do blind people perceive space: if space is just a system of distances, 

how do they perceive or measure these? Can it be said that blind people do not have a 

concept of space, or is it still possible to talk about a concept of space that is not a 

matter of visual perception or the creation of a system of distances? The investigation 

into how formerly blind people who have recovered their sight construct their visual 

perception of the surrounding environment is especially critical for this discussion. It 

is reported (Sendon, 1960) that at first they face great difficulties in making sense of 

the information gathered by their visual senses, and in creating a correspondence 

between the visible world and their former perceptions of it. These difficulties are 

compounded when it comes to moving objects, leading to problems in understanding 
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the way a whole exists three-dimensionally, or in other words, making sense of 

objects that have multiple and disconnected existences (Sacks, 1995). This provokes a 

certain suspicion as to the reliability of understanding spatial perception through 

notions like distance, which are dominated by a visual framework. 

Orientation is connected with the notion of distance. However, the idea of 

orientation seems to be potentially more productive in terms of thinking of a physical, 

ÔrealÕ space when it is associated with sensations that arise from the connection 

between our vertical walking position, the laws of gravity and the perception of 

directions such as up, down, left, right, in front or behind, as Franklin and Tversky 

(1990) show. Their study raises the question of whether we perceive and feel these 

directions in a distinct way according to how the body is positioned, not only in the 

ecosystem, but also in such exceptional environments as zero gravity and in non-

referential environments. However, in order to derive any conclusions from this 

perspective that relate to what physical space could be, it is necessary to first 

conceptualise the body in relation to its environment, and then to explore how this 

relation is a symptom of space Ð a subject that is not addressed in the literature. Thus 

we still need a model of space. The main conclusion that can be drawn from this is 

that every discipline appears to take for granted its own specific understanding of 

space. So the question is: how does the notion of distance or orientation come to 

constitute space, and in which particular framework is space equated with these 

notions? There appears to be no discussion of these questions, leaving the enquirer to 

either simply accept that notions like distance, orientation and gravity constitute 

physical, ÔrealÕ space, or to wonder whether these are the only elements that constitute 

space, and, if there are more ways of perceiving it, what these are and just how 

distinct they might be from the conclusions that physics draws. 
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One finding in particular surfaces when looking at the research into physical 

or ÔrealÕ space in psychology and the cognitive sciences: despite the fact that these 

discussions exist within a spatial framework (that is, they use spatial terminology), 

what is understood as Ôphysical spaceÕ, a concept that is used to support and construct 

this framework, is never openly presented or discussed. As a consequence, none of 

these approaches to the perception of space appear to acknowledge the Òfeeling of 

spaciousnessÓ that Tuan identifies ([1977] 2008). This is the feeling that the architect 

Bernard Tschumi points to when describing the perception of a white cubic room 

from the inside: 

 

No, You donÕt really see the cube. You may see a corner, or a side, or the ceiling, 
but never all defining surfaces at the same time. You touch a wall, you hear an 
echo. But how do you relate all these perceptions to one single object? Is it 
through an operation of reason? (Tschumi, [1975] 1998, p. 232) 

 

This interrogation leads Tschumi to suggest that these feelings or sensations may in 

fact be an operation of reason that precedes perception. However, instead of following 

the route of arguing which activity takes precedence, Tschumi takes the position that 

perception is a construction that emerges through interaction, and asks whether this 

feeling of spaciousness is a shared or even a universal one, despite being contingent 

and provisional. In other words, does physical, ÔrealÕ space lie in a constant relation 

to, interaction with and co-construction of an active and responsive human being 

through an active and responsive environment? 

Ingold provides some important insights into this question when observing the 

concept of landscape. In The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, 

Dwelling and Skill ([2000] 2010), he takes, at a certain point, an ontological 
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discussion of landscape as the grounds for a discussion on the disciplinary and 

historical implications that unfold if it is re-thought in terms of temporality and 

rhythms, a place where anthropology and archaeology meet. The development of 

landscape as temporality, as a process, is supported by the notion of rhythm, Òas 

rhythm, by contrast [with the metronome], is intrinsic to the movement itselfÓ (Ingold, 

[2000] 2010, p. 197). This position allows Ingold to argue for a conceptualisation of 

landscape that goes beyond viewing it as just a cultural and symbolic construction. He 

argues that if we move beyond a representational epistemology to one in which there 

is no separation between the inner and outer worlds, then the landscape becomes part 

of an organic process in which multiple rhythms become congealed. 

However, the solidification of such rhythms does not come through the 

imposition of either nature or human actions, but as part of a continuous process of 

dwelling that informs the constitution of the landscape (Ingold, [2000] 2010, pp. 193-

200). For Ingold, this process requires the action of an agent or agents. However, this 

agent(s) does not need to be human, as rhythm it is not limited to human life Ð 

seasons, winds, tides, the cosmos, all have their own rhythms which inform and 

become imprinted on the landscape. Thus, although it requires agents for its 

formation, these can be any kind of force, making the landscape a process that is part 

of the world, which Ingold perceives to be a living organism. He therefore argues that 

the landscape is the emerging form that comes out of the constitution of the 

environment (the interaction between the organism and nature). For Ingold, the 

recognition that landscape possesses a temporality means that it can be thought of as 

the solidification of the processes that constitute the environment, according to a 

different set of rhythms. It is through the notion of landscapeÕs temporality that Ingold 

is able to bring together anthropology and archaeology as disciplines that have a share 
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in the same enterprise. In so doing, Ingold ([2000] 2010, p. 208) suggests that it is 

possible to not only move beyond the idea of the scientific as a-temporal, observing 

nature as if it were a static entity, but also beyond the perspective that the calling of 

the humanities is to study a history that does not recognise materiality. 

While developing this notion of landscapeÕs temporality, Ingold considers 

rhythm (using music as a metaphor) as a continuous process, despite the fact that 

 

É there may of course be rests or sustained notes within a piece, but far from 
breaking it up into segments, such moments are generally ones of high tension, 
whose resolution becomes ever more urgent the longer they are held. (Ingold, 
[2000] 2010, p. 197) 

 

However, by adopting such a perspective, landscape becomes tainted by linearity, as 

there are no discontinuities, no disruptions. By using this notion of rhythm, in which 

breaks and rest are seen as negative, not sustainable and to some degree non-existent, 

landscape comes to share the same dimensionality as place. Both landscape and place 

are continuous processes, the outcome of the interaction of multiple agents that co-

constitute each other. This interaction Ingold (2011; 2012) calls the ÔmeshworkÕ, a 

confluence and entanglement of lines that are in constant construction, interacting 

with each other, informing each other, sometimes diverging, at other times forming 

knots. Consequently, place becomes not a geometric circle on a map, but a knot that 

arises from the interweaving of several lines representing the pathways of its 

inhabitants (Ingold, 2011, pp. 148-9). In this way, landscape becomes not the cultural 

and symbolic framing produced by a glance over the Earth, but the continuous 

solidification of multiple forces (natural, cultural, social and imaginary) (Ingold, 

[2000] 2010). 



! &) !

Ingold ([2000] 2010, p. 191), however, conceives of space within this 

framework in the same way as he does in his discussion of place (reviewed earlier in 

the chapter); that is, as something that does not exist in this dimension. He dismisses 

it from the perspective of his meshwork epistemology, arguing that landscape is 

ÔdwellingÕ while space arises from a necessity to represent. Nonetheless, Ingold 

presents a non-representational epistemology, in which the human and the 

environment are not separate but co-constitutive, using such concepts as place and 

landscape that are deeply related with space. This opens up the opportunity to re-think 

space in its dual dimension of the physical/ÔrealÕ and the abstract/conceptual through 

this epistemology. Thus space can be understood without any distinction between its 

aspects if it is thought of as a porous and ambiguous entity that is informed by a set of 

elements that derive not only from the physical, ÔrealÕ, sensory and even material 

dimensions of both the human being and the environment, but also from their abstract, 

conceptual, imaginary and metaphysical dimensions. In this sense, we can find a 

degree of plasticity that allows us to manoeuvre and push the concept into other 

dimensions, letting space emerge in its full potential Ð that is, as potentiality for 

conceptualisations of order and organisation in the world, and of the relationship 

between human beings and the world. Hence, despite the impossibility of a consensus 

over what it is, this thesis argues that space can be observed as a productive concept. 

 

 

Space Through the Practice of Lines, Maps and Topologies 

 

The first part of this chapter has discussed the ambiguity of space, and the difficulties 
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associated with the separation of physical/ÔrealÕ space from abstract/conceptual space. 

The second part will carry this discussion forward through a re-conceptualisation of 

structures from the perspective of drawing. It intends to explore the interaction 

between the idea of structures and the conceptualisation of space in order to 1) open 

up a path by which space can be understood as productive, despite its ambiguity, by 

2) establishing a framework in which there is no separation between physical space 

and abstract space; instead, these will be conceived of as co-constitutive and part of 

an overall process Ð the process of space. The impetus behind this exploration of the 

interaction between structures and space through drawing will be a close reading of 

and dialogue with IngoldÕs work on structures and lines, which he characterises 

through the notions of the ÔnetworkÕ and the ÔmeshworkÕ. 

As discussed above, Ingold sustains the separation between abstract space and 

everyday place, in which the first is associated with the static and the absence of life, 

and the second with process and being alive. However, as seen in his discussion of the 

landscape, Ingold argues for an epistemology, and consequently an ontology, in which 

there is no separation between humanity and the environment Ð as they do not exist 

independently Ð in terms of their formation and agencies. Thus IngoldÕs work can in 

fact provide a framework in which space can be unleashed from conceptualisations 

that either reduce or dismiss it.  

 

 

Space, drawing and diagrams 

 

In Being Alive (2011), Ingold refers to the drawing of a line to exemplify what he 
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means by Ôliving throughÕ or the interaction between the human (organism) and the 

environment. When using this analogy, Ingold distinguishes between two different 

kinds of lines, the hand-drawn and the abstract. For him, a drawn line is a continuous 

movement that does not stop, even if the line that has just been drawn is a circle 

(Ingold, 2011, p. 148). This notion can be better understood through figure a (below). 

Such a line, Ingold argues, is antagonistic to the notion of a perfect geometric circle, a 

figure that is completely bounded and enclosed (figure b), where the line stops and 

does not flow.  

 

Fig. a (left): A circle as a pathway; Fig. b (right): A  geometric circle 

 

According to Ingold (2011), the movement required to make the circle in 

figure b is one that does not exist in life, because it is impossible to draw a perfect 

geometric circle by hand; the geometric circle, therefore, is something that only exists 

in the abstract, not in everyday life. By contrast, everyday life corresponds to the 

movement of encircling, a movement that does not cease; although it creates a shape 

!
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Figure has been removed due to Copyright restrictions 
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that is recognisable at any point, the line cannot be reduced to the shape created by its 

movement. The line of its formation remains as a path that predates the shape and that 

will continue after the shape is drawn. Consequently, for Ingold (2011, p. 148), as the 

line is a path, so a place is a pathway and not a bounded entity (as seen earlier). We 

exist in the same way as the line does: through gesture and movement. The geometric 

circle not only stands for the bounded but also for the static; it exists on the plane of 

the paper but is lifeless in itself because it lacks movement (ibid). Ultimately, this 

leads to the notion that there are a-priori  instances Ð because there appears to be no 

movement (that is, no intervention by an agent), the perfect geometric circle is seen as 

a ÔgivenÕ, as something that pre-exists; it is a-priori . As such, it leads to the extension 

of this perspective of the bounded, static and a-priori  to an understanding of life itself. 

The framework that Ingold (2011, p. 150) chooses to work within and that 

supports his study of lines is, in his words, that of Ògrowth and development, or of 

self-renewalÓ Ð a processual epistemology. However, within this line study but also 

within this epistemology, periods of rest or pauses are identified as moments of 

tension. They are seen as negative and unsustainable moments, as tension always 

requires new movement; consequently, there are no actual moments of rest or pause, 

but just the tension of the creation of a new movement forward. The tension of the 

pause is characterised by Ingold (2011, p. 150) as a dotted line (figure c), which he 

perceives as lacking in movement because it is interrupted by pauses. The creation of 

a dotted line, for Ingold, has no fluidity and no continuation but comprises instead a 

set of broken movements; the movement towards the next dot is incidental and not 

connected to the line itself. As a result, the movement in the creation of a dot in a 

dotted line is a non-existent movement that is not part of the earlier movement that 

made the previous dot (ibid). Thus Ingold does not recognise the potential for a dotted 
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line to possess the same validity as the line itself. 

 

Fig. c: A dotted line conceived without movement and a line conceived with 
movement (Ingold, 2011, p. 150) 

 

However, in observing lines from this perspective, if only for the purpose of 

creating an analogy, Ingold 1) reduces the activity of drawing to the inscription of 

movement, which has epistemological consequences because 2) process becomes 

impaired by linearity and continuity. Drawing (as in the creation of a line) is a matter 

of presenting a given movement; however, if movement only exists in the gestures of 

hand drawing, then movement itself is seen as something that can only be the 

outcome or expression of a physical, ÔrealÕ activity. Nevertheless, if movement is 

detached from the idea of it as merely a physical activity, then, in terms of drawing, 

both the creation of a fluid circle and the creation of a geometric circle correspond to 

movement. These are necessarily different types of movement but both are equally 

important, not because they correspond to different epistemological positions, but 

precisely because, ontologically, they aspire to different outcomes, or evidence 

different aspects of the same life. The geometric circle can exist hand-in-hand with 
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the fluid one and they do not need to be observed as mutually exclusive. Just as the 

fluid circle points to a continuation of movement, but a movement that extends 

beyond the circle, thus creating a transient circle, so the geometric circle can also be 

seen to point to a continuation of movement, a movement that goes beyond the circle 

itself, creating a perpetual motion that is stabilised in the creation of a form Ð a 

movement that uses a form to support its own formation. Both circles have meanings: 

it is possible, with both, to encircle things and to see beyond the line or the form. 

As with circles, a dotted line does not necessarily need to be posed, 

epistemologically, in opposition to a continuous line. A line can be discontinuous, 

with different intensities of movement, and still be part of the same movement. 

Further, if the dotted line were to be considered as a combination of several disrupted 

movements, would that necessarily be negative, of less importance and less 

expressive? Is such a line limited in its possibilities and affect? In a drawing, both 

kinds of lines are used; they are not necessarily exclusive, neither one should be 

privileged over the other. There are no higher instances of mark-making. There are no 

hierarchies between different kinds of lines, or between lines and other forms of 

expression such as dots. A drawing cannot be defined by the combination of lines that 

comprise it, not only because a drawing is not just made out of lines, but more 

importantly because a drawing is not about the marks that are created on paper 

through movement. 

The absences, suggestions, desires and intentions, what is expressed and what 

is absent, left on hold or even stopped, all have the same importance, all have affect. 

In IngoldÕs Looking for Lines in Nature (2012), there is an emerging sense that a 

drawing cannot be defined by a certain kind of line, since it contains multiple lines. 

However, Ingold only recognises the existence of Ôanimated forcesÕ in the line, 
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instead of seeing the line as a part of a process Ð the process of drawing (the result of 

a meshwork of elements) Ð that, as a whole, is an expression of these animated forces. 

Thus even for the purposes of analogy, the activity of drawing should not be 

simplified, not only for the sake of drawing itself, but also for the sake of the other 

elements in the process. The implication of this simplification is that it limits an 

epistemology driven by process to an infinite and continuous ÔlineÕ that denies the 

existence of disruptions, breaks and pauses, including the ultimate break of death. 

Also, the simplification of drawing through the establishment of a category division 

between physical Ð hand-drawn Ð and abstract Ð geometric Ð drawings leads to the 

perpetuation of the division between the physical or ÔrealÕ and the abstract or 

conceptual. 

An understanding of drawing that incorporates both physical/ÔrealÕ and 

abstract/conceptual dimensions is discussed in previous work by the author of this 

thesis (see Disclosing Space: Order and Mediation From Hand-Drawn Scientific 

Illustration to Geometry (Appendix A) and Earth-Sky Cosmologies: A Reflection on 

Cosmology Through Human Practices (Part 1) (Appendix B) ). Seen through this 

perspective, drawing is not just the inscription of movement and life through lines, but 

is also an enacted performance that exists as the expression of an interaction between 

what Foucault ([1966] 2002) identifies as the Ôencoded eyeÕ, Ôreflexive knowledgeÕ 

and the experience of order in its multiple modes. This is because, in a drawing, 

abstract, conceptual processes exist alongside physical, material ones, and thus it 

cannot be categorised as being either expressive with movement, therefore alive, or 

abstract, conceptual and static, therefore dead. For the same reason, a drawing is not a 

representational activity, but a non-representational one. The drawing of a line, like 

that in figure a, is also an abstract, conceptual process, while the drawing in figure b is 
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equally filled with unlimited movement and life. 

The foregoing arguments, discussed using the analogy of drawing, can be 

further developed in terms of the points made in the first part of the chapter Ð 

particularly those concerning the distinction between space and place Ð through a 

consideration of map-making. The implications of a limited approach to drawing are 

reflected in a similar approach to the map. For Ingold (2011), a map is illustrative of 

the modernist epistemology as it upholds the unsustainable position that places can be 

observed as dots on its surface. In order to show why transforming a place into a dot 

is problematic, Ingold draws from nomadic understandings of place, movement and 

life, as these are often contrasted with Western ways of living and of perceiving the 

world. 

According to Ingold, nomadic peoples carry a process epistemology in their 

way of living. Such ways of life are set within an idea of inhabiting the world that 

arises from their practical and daily interaction with the environment, informing their 

perspective of the world as co-constituted (Ingold, 2011, pp. 149-152). The inhabited 

place, the home, is not defined by a physical site or a set of physical sites but through 

a sense-construction that derives from their everyday inhabitation. Observing the 

perspective of a people that have a way of inhabiting that requires extensive, 

continuous movement encourages an understanding of the inhabited place as 

something that is also extensive and processual, that feels unlimited and boundless, 

and that therefore can exist everywhere (ibid). On the other hand, to say that someone 

lives everywhere, in a Western epistemology, would be inconceivable, as that would 

equate to the idea of living nowhere. For Ingold, the nomadic perspective of 

ÔeverywhereÕ is distinct from that of ÔnowhereÕ; de facto, it is in opposition to 

nowhere. The ÔnowhereÕ is seen as another dimension that hovers over the ÔrealÕ 
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world of the everyday as a rationalisation and abstraction. As a result, ÔnowhereÕ is a 

non-existent position that can only come into being with a perspective of inhabitation 

that is detached from practical, everyday life Ð a perspective that is abstracted instead 

of being grounded (ibid). According to Ingold, ÔnowhereÕ equals space, while 

ÔeverywhereÕ is place. As noted earlier, this corresponds to the abstract space of 

modern epistemology, which in this case, is able to transform ÔeverywhereÕ into 

ÔnowhereÕ, and thus unite them. For Ingold, the Western notion of inhabitation is one 

that is bound to a specific site on the surface of the Earth, a site that is occupied, 

delimited and therefore can be circled geometrically on a map. Consequently, in 

Western societies, the term ÔeverywhereÕ is conflated with the term ÔnowhereÕ 

because we can only live within bounded sites, and neither term can be constricted 

into a site that can be represented on a map. This creates tension as both ÔeverywhereÕ 

and ÔnowhereÕ become empty entities that cannot be lived in because they cannot be 

localised and pinned down representationally. 

But does the movement characteristic of nomads constitute the only way in 

which one can conceive of inhabitation, of a home, as being everywhere? Does one 

need to be a nomad in order to understand the idea, even to feel that one can live, or 

lives, everywhere? If the answer is no, then the problem, the tension, does not come 

down from the need for Western civilisation to understand inhabitation as situated, or 

as the marking of a dot on a map. What emerges through asking such questions is the 

necessity to assess the equation of site with place (the distinction between a physical 

location  Ð site Ð and the quality of the experience of inhabiting that location Ð place). 

Place and site are two distinct concepts: place, on the one hand, can be understood as 

a meshwork of lines of inhabitation, the constant qualitative construction of a sense of 

belonging out of an interaction with a multiplicity of factors, as exemplified by the 
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nomad. Site, on the other hand, is a physical location on the surface of the Earth. The 

fact that we can distinguish between these two notions does not mean that they have 

distinct and separate existences; rather, the two seemingly distinct concepts have both 

emerged from the process of interaction with the environment and refer to 

distinguishable parts of that process. As such, each of these notions can be (either 

independently or in their interrelationship) depicted and marked on a map. 

Consequently, when using indeterminate concepts like ÔeverywhereÕ and ÔnowhereÕ, 

we should consider the specific interaction between the concepts of place and site at 

the moment of use, as there are multiple correlations between them. For example, in 

saying that he/she lives everywhere, the nomad is most probably referring not to 

actually living everywhere, but to a sense of possibility given by a specific 

understanding of life that is built into everyday experience. The idea that oneÕs place 

is everywhere still derives from the inhabitation of a specific site or sites, which is not 

the same as the action of physically inhabiting every single existing site on the surface 

of the Earth. In parallel, as the term ÔeverywhereÕ can be understood either through 

place or site, so ÔnowhereÕ can also be understood through place or site. If ÔnowhereÕ 

in terms of site is seemingly impossible, in terms of place it is plausible that someone 

feels that they live nowhere; that they have no place, no home. However, if both terms 

can be meaningful, how do the two become conflated, giving rise to the idea that 

neither of them can be pinned down on a map? 

As discussed above, Ingold, in presenting the distinct epistemologies of 

nomads and Westerners, refers to the map in order to reveal the incongruities of 

Western thought, as the map is exemplary of a Western abstract epistemology. But 

what is a map? Ingold, despite a lack of clarity about which kind of map he is 

referring to, seems to be using the example of a cartographic map: a bi-dimensional 
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surface that stands for the flattened surface of the Earth, on which locations are 

inscribed. The depictions of a surface on another surface might seem to have a direct 

reciprocity, as if the surface of the Earth had been compressed into the bi-

dimensionality of the paper, and as a consequence the map is seen as an exact 

depiction of the surface of the Earth, a representation that stands for the ÔrealÕ thing. 

From this perspective, a map could be said to be a scientific drawing, in the sense of 

the belief in the possibility of depicting things objectively, without any subjective 

intervention, as if the object had chosen to present itself through the form of a 

drawing. However, in a map, as with scientific drawings, there is no direct reciprocity 

between the drawing and the depicted object, as each constitute their own realm. This 

is a realm that is not representational but is multi-layered Ð what this thesis calls a 

ÔdiagramÕ. A diagram, like a drawing, is the making visible of multiple structures: an 

enacted, materialised outcome of multiple experiences of order through the interaction 

between physical and conceptual dimensions (the idea of the diagram will be 

discussed in more depth in the second part of this thesis). 

Following the framework of the diagram, the map can then be described as a 

bi-dimensional surface on which is inscribed a multi-dimensional realm or set of 

realities. The referent elements are flattened or displaced into another realm through a 

process of abstraction, in which symbols and signs do not bear a direct equivalence to 

the referent. A cartographic map, specifically, combines the geometric flattening of 

the surface of the Earth with a multitude of symbols and signs that address a 

multiplicity of things (the actual and potential interrelations among them), but also a 

diversity of dimensions or realities that, once inscribed, open up layers of discourse. 

However, Ingold seems to disregard the interplay between abstraction and action 

(drawing/inscription) that enables and empowers a multiplicity of dimensions and 
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realities to cohere on a map. Instead, he assumes that neither ÔeverywhereÕ nor 

ÔnowhereÕ (in whichever combination of the notions of place and site) can be 

inscribed on a map, but only physical locations. As such, for instance, the physical 

ÔeverywhereÕ (all possible existing sites) would be tantamount to the entirety of the 

map, which would be pointless. It would also be pointless to depict a physical 

ÔnowhereÕ (a non-existing site) on a map. 

Nonetheless, if what is being inscribed on a map is either imaginary or 

potential, everywhere or nowhere, then there are no possible constraints. If the 

flattening of the Earth is detached from the blank surface of the inscription, then the 

blank surface opens itself up to other inscriptions, to other layers, realms and realities, 

even to the possibility of inscribing the physical ÔeverywhereÕ and the physical 

ÔnowhereÕ. Yet the map even goes beyond this, allowing further inscriptions, as the 

every-site and no-site can be related with the every-place and no-place Ð and not only 

with each other, but also with other dimensions, realms and realities. Consequently, 

the tension deriving from the depiction of everywhere and nowhere on a map only 

seems to be possible if where is observed as a place instead of a site, while being 

inscribed on a map as a site instead of a place Ð but this results in incongruence. In 

conclusion, the conflation of everywhere and nowhere can only take place 1) if it 

derives from the misleading term where, by which place and site are not seen as 

distinct notions (although they are related), and 2) if a map is seen as a one-

dimensional and reciprocal representation of a single reality, instead of a non-

representational activity of multiple realities. 

In order to understand IngoldÕs resistance to the map we need to go back to the 

discussion of the circle and the line. As seen earlier, Ingold tends to privilege an 

understanding of the line as a linear process, disregarding pauses, breaks and 
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discontinuity. The tension that Ingold observes in the pauses and breaks of a dotted 

line, or in the bounded and abstract geometric circle, are recognisable in his work in 

the tension between two different types of structural frameworks: the meshwork and 

the network. For Ingold (2011, 2012), a network is a kind of structural framework that 

aims to create points of connection between elements; thus the elements are seen as 

static and lifeless. The notion of the meshwork, on the other hand, provides a 

structural framework in which each existing thing is a line, with a movement that 

flows and grows, becoming at certain moments entangled with other lines and 

creating knots (Ingold, 2011, 2012). Consequently, in the meshwork, the direction, 

shape and texture of a line is affected by such entanglements and interactions, in 

distinction to the network, where each element is a dot which is separate and different 

from the line that connects it to another dot. As a result, in the meshwork Ð and again 

in distinction to the network Ð there is no room for breaks, ruptures, cuts, pauses or 

disruptions; it is a continuous, infinite process of growth (Ingold, 2011, p. 150). 

If the tension between the network and the meshwork is observed through the 

discussion in the first part of the chapter concerning the tension between the physical 

or ÔrealÕ and the abstract or conceptual, then the meshwork is associated with the 

animated everyday, as characterised by nomadic peoples, and the network with the 

lifeless, abstract and rational realm of Western civilisation. Consequently, the 

privileging of the meshwork over the network emerges from the difficulties of 

considering abstract thought in relation to everyday life. The epistemology of the 

nomad, whose path is a continuous process of a Òpractical understanding of the life-

worldÓ (ibid, p. 154) Ð that is, the meshwork Ð lacks the dimensions of abstract, 

conceptual thought of Western civilisation, as well as the discontinuous, the static and 

the lifeless, which are also part of the process of living. 
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Thus it is necessary to have an understanding of the development of the 

interaction between the abstract or conceptual and everyday, physical ÔrealityÕ when 

creating structural frameworks. The idea of the integration of the network and the 

meshwork is fundamental to the perspective of this thesis, as thinking solely through 

continuous, uninterrupted lines hinders the construction of a disconnected reality; in 

other words, the possibility that coexisting multi-layered realities are not necessarily 

always connected as they do not emerge from a continuous, infinite, single process. 

The integration of the network and the meshwork can thus be realised in the map as a 

diagram. From the paradoxical and inexplicable to the identification of patterns and 

categories, everything becomes integrated and potentially relatable. How, then, can 

the network and the meshwork, as structural frameworks, be related to an ontology of 

space? 

 

 

Space, topologies and structures 

 

In using the meshwork and the network as structural frameworks (or as systems of 

knowledge), epistemology and ontology become deeply connected, as both the 

meshwork and the network also exist as outcomes and structures of two different 

ontologies. The association of the meshwork with the relationship between organism 

and environment provides a framework in which to observe them as co-constructed 

and continuously undergoing change. As both organism and environment are not 

restricted to a biological, physical existence alone, but also have social, cultural and 



! (# !

imaginary dimensions, the meshwork provides a way of understanding how things 

come into being. This is a distinct ontological position from that of the network, 

which aims at understanding what something is in terms of a system of relations in 

which it can be compared with similar entities. An ontology that is based on the idea 

that entities exist independently of their environment, or can be abstracted from it, 

allows their displacement from their constitutive framework in order to compare them 

with other entities that might be similar. Ultimately, the notion of the network creates 

the logic of the container, as discussed in the first part of the chapter, in which people 

are receivers of knowledge, which they then pass down to another receiver. 

Therefore, and most importantly for this thesis, the meshwork differentiates 

itself from the network through its inseparability from the environment. An entity 

cannot be accounted for outside its environment because the environment is part of 

what it is. As a result, the ontology of something, or what something is, is 

apprehended by learning how it came to exist in a certain place, and consequently its 

ontology is inseparable from the ontology of the environment. Furthermore, in 

thinking of an ontology of the environment, it is not possible to detach it from the 

notion of place, landscape and an ontology of space (as seen in the discussions in both 

the first and second parts of this chapter). This correlation is particularly evident, as 

Ingold reveals, in the conception of the everyday, physical, ÔrealÕ side of the ontology 

of space. 

Despite the importance of the idea of the meshwork to thinking through the 

ontology of space in its everyday, physical, ÔrealÕ dimension, the full 

conceptualisation of space can only be complete with the integration of its abstract, 

conceptual dimension; that is, the integration of the network and the meshwork as part 

of the same ontology or as part of the ontology of space. However, despite IngoldÕs 



! ($ !

recognition that both network and meshwork have a place, his presentation and 

defence of the meshwork is achieved only through setting it in opposition to the 

network. He sees these as separate concepts when in fact they work together; they 

simply do different things. For Ingold, the identification of a structure is deeply 

related to epistemology, as structures express and reflect a direct relation with the 

practices with which they are associated and for which they stand. A structure, he 

states, is an orthogonal grid in which there are vertical and lateral lines:  

 

[T]o the laterally integrated geography of locations there corresponds a vertically 
integrated classification of the things found in them. The former is held together 
by chains or networks of point-to-point connections, the latter by the taxonomic 
aggregations and divisions of the database. (Ingold, 2011, p. 154) 

 

Ingold  (2011, p. 154) argues that this orthogonality allows us to gain some 

knowledge, but he says there is also another kind of knowledge that does not follow 

this grid and cannot be encapsulated by it: the knowledge of the inhabited or the 

meshwork. The activities of a way of being, of living practices, are translated from the 

marks and traces they leave behind, leading to a particular structural framework. 

Consequently, structures are not a means of researching Ð a research device Ð or a 

way of observing and testing ideas and thought experiments, but a direct expression of 

a way of being. As such, he believes the network and the meshwork possess distinct 

epistemological frameworks. 

A different position, however, can be found in the work of Mol and Law. In 

Regions, Networks and Fluids: Anaemia and Social Topology (1994), they accept the 

coexistence and productivity of these distinct positions, but they do not describe them 

as opposing one another. As these authors demonstrate, different structural 
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frameworks provide different answers to either different concerns or to the same 

concern, and as such, different questions should be posed to each structural 

framework. Each framework is therefore seen as representing a distinct approach to 

different dimensions of the same thing. This perspective helps alleviate the tension 

generated by observing the network and the meshwork as opposed epistemological 

and ontological positions, and opens up the possibility of different structural 

frameworks. The creation of such an opportunity is fundamental to a discussion of the 

ontology of space, given the interaction between structures and the ontology of space 

(discussed earlier), as well as providing a framework in which to think of space 

productively. This thesis therefore argues for an ontology of space in which, while 

recognising the inseparability (due to their co-construction) of organism and 

environment, it is nevertheless still possible, as part of the process of exploring the 

unknown dimensions of the entity or organism (and also of the environment), to 

compare it with other entities that do not arise within the same environment. 

Mol and Law (1994) argue for the idea that sociological space is topological; 

however, as there are multiple kinds of topologies, there are also multiple types of 

social space. In taking this position they show, on the one hand, a possible 

relationship between physical space and conceptual space, and on the other, the 

importance of structures to the apprehension of the ontology of space. A connection 

between structures and space can be established through the notion of topology 

(borrowed from mathematics). A branch of mathematics that they define as Ò[a field] 

that doesnÕt localize objects in terms of a given set of coordinates. Instead, it 

articulates different rules for localizing in a variety of coordinate systemsÓ (Mol 

and Law, 1994, p. 643). This opens up the traditional grid of X, Y, Z to a multiplicity 

and variability that otherwise could not be accounted for. The multiplicity and variety 
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these mathematical spatial structures reveal, over and above the traditional ones, 

provide Mol and Law with a platform on which multiple topologies can be used as a 

model, or research device, to analyse and re-think social spaces. According to Mol 

and Law, there are multiple ways in which space is used within the social sciences; 

however, it is generally used to ÔframeÕ differences and similarities, creating a grid 

through which these can be read. As such, topological structures do not stand for a 

specific epistemology but are research devices that work through analogy. These are 

not structures that impose a certain way of thinking; they are simply guides for 

thought experiments. Not only can things change and move, but the guide itself can 

also assume multiple forms and characteristics. In their use of structures, Mol and 

Law show the different layers in which the physical/ÔrealÕ and the abstract/conceptual 

are related. In other words, they show that there are multiple ways in which the 

physical/ÔrealÕ and the abstract/conceptual interact and are implicated in each otherÕs 

co-constitution. 

In their work, Regions, Networks and Fluids: Anaemia and Social Topology 

(1994), Mol and Law present what could be described as a two-way study: two 

different objects (anaemia and social topology) are analysed through a study of their 

interaction with a common denominator. On one layer, there is anaemia, as seen 

through the perspective of social spaces, and on another layer, there is the notion of 

social spaces, explored through the methodological device of topology. However, 

these two layers are interrelated and inform each other throughout the study as they 

unfold through a common element: the blood. At the layer of the study of anaemia, 

blood is part of the subject itself as anaemia is a blood disorder; however, the different 

understandings of this disorder necessitate the exploration of multiple structures of 

interaction. Thus an ontology of blood (as seen through anaemia) necessitates in turn 
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a topological exploration. At the layer of re-thinking social spaces, the ontology of 

blood informs the conceptualisation of three different topologies, importantly that of 

fluidity. These three topologies are then translated into different kinds of social spaces 

(regional space, network space and fluid space). Thus the ontology of blood, by 

enabling the exploration of different topologies, informs the re-conceptualisation of 

social space. By exploring a common denominator Ð blood Ð Mol and Law construct a 

multi-layered study that applies on different, multiple levels of interactions between 

the physical or ÔrealÕ and the abstract or conceptual. 

According to Mol and Law (1994, p. 643), two kinds of topologies are 

traditionally used in the social sciences. The first is the traditional physical/ÔrealÕ 

topology of the land, the site, which is determined by boundaries and in which certain 

events take place. This first kind of spatial topology creates its boundaries by 

distinguishing ÔhereÕ from ÔthereÕ Ð what Mol and Law (1994, p. 646) call a Ôregional 

topologyÕ Ð and this is used to enquire about the fabrication of the region and its 

boundaries, or Òhow regions are averaged and fixedÓ (ibid, p. 663). The second 

topology is the place of relations, the network, in which the tangible and intangible 

distances between the various elements are measured (ibid). This second kind of 

spatial topology therefore moves across boundaries to establish relationships. The 

network space says that although regions (the first kind of topology) exist, they are 

not intrinsic, nor do they exist by themselves, as a given, but they are in fact informed 

by networks (ibid, pp.  648-649). These networks, corresponding to the second 

topology, are built from a multiplicity of elements, ranging from words and gestures 

to machines, and their relations are not driven by the constitution of meaning but by 

their co-constitution (ibid, p. 649). As such, the network is not informed by the notion 

of physical proximity and metric distance, but by the concepts of similitude and 
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difference, formal and informal. As a result, the network has a coherence that is 

independent of its location in different regions and so allows these different regions to 

come together. However, a network, though not restricted by boundaries, is fixed, as 

Òits elements do not change and the relationship between them is not alteredÓ (ibid, p. 

649); the elements have invariable connections (ibid, p. 663). A problem then 

emerges, as the network requires the integrity of its elements, independently of its 

locations, and this may not always be possible to secure (ibid, p. 652). A network 

therefore cannot fully account for the changes in the elements and in the relationships 

between them, particularly when it is dislocated (ibid, p. 655). 

The limitations of the network can sometimes be solved by creating new 

networks, which, when interwoven with the old, can be made to account for 

mismatches. However, Mol and Law (1994, p. 658) suggest a different path Ð a path 

that is informed by structures, by Òvariation without boundaries and transformation 

without discontinuityÓ. This suggests something like a fluid. In this way, taking a 

position that there are multiple kinds of topological spaces, they introduce the idea of 

fluid space as a third topology. In this third topological space, the distances within the 

structure are not fixed; neither do they always connect the same elements: 

 

[N]either boundaries nor relations mark the difference between one place and 
another. Instead, sometimes boundaries come and go, allow leakage or disappear 
altogether, while relations transform themselves without fracture. (Mol and Law, 
1994, p. 643) 

 

Thus fluid spaces account for invariant: transformation (ibid, p. 658). 

According to Mol and Law (1994, p. 659), there are three main characteristics 

that make fluid space (the third topology) distinct from regional space (the first 
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topology) and network space (the second topology): the malleability of the boundary; 

the multiplicity of possible mixtures; and the robustness of the whole. The fluidity 

informs a transformational space in which boundaries cannot be determined because 

the elements that constitute fluid space are not stable in their definitions and 

meanings. These elements are inconstant, and it is not possible to distinguish stable 

differences or similarities between them that could determine either their identity or 

any kind of boundaries (ibid, p. 660). The indeterminacy and inconstancy of the 

elements that constitute fluid space therefore determine that the boundaries of this 

space are malleable in their form, thus overcoming the danger of breakage. However, 

the fact that its elements have such characteristics, also means that Òit may or may not 

be possible to separate a fluid into its component parts [a]nd it may or may not be 

possible to mix these in with the components of another fluidÓ (ibid). But this also 

means that a fluid is not defined by any specific and determinate element, and thus 

any of its elements can be replaced or become superfluous. Consequently, there are 

multiple combinations and mixtures that can constitute fluid space. Finally, because 

the existence of fluid space as an integral whole is not dependent on any specific 

element, there is the possibility of continuous transformation without discontinuity: 

ÒThere is no single strongpoint to be defended in order to preserve continuityÓ (ibid, 

p. 662). As such, fluid space is a robust whole, a thing in itself that, as a structure, is 

not informed by the unity of its elements but by the overall form of an entity that is 

flexible enough to keep its integrity despite the changeability of its constituent 

elements. 

In terms of the argument of this thesis, the importance of fluid space lies in the 

fact that it is able to combine continuity with discontinuity, movement with stasis, and 

in creating a consistent whole out of these dichotomies can overcome the problems 
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alluded to in the first part of the chapter when discussing the limitations of structures. 

For example, it is possible when watching a cloud or the flow of blood to observe 

how change depends on the way we look at things. Although blood is constantly 

flowing, it is still possible to determine patterns in it Ð an indefinite number of 

patterns Ð and to momentarily fix a dimension of blood without restricting the 

understanding of it to a specific pattern. Similarly, a cloud can become denser at a 

certain moment, and in the next, more rarefied; its shape constantly changes with the 

wind or the different currents of air. Despite these changes, it is still possible to see 

and play with the shape of one particular cloud: it may turn from white to grey and 

rain may fall, it may lose its boundaries and become indistinguishable from the sky, 

merging with other clouds; however, we can still pursue it and imagine it as the same 

cloud, as the cloud that we have defined and delimited. In this way, our cloud exists 

as a unified presence and will appear to last as such even though it is constantly in 

motion, constantly changing. If this approach to structures Ð as things that are 

diversely informed and follow different kinds of rules and norms Ð is added to the 

idea that they are detached from a representational model (as discussed earlier in 

IngoldÕs notion of the meshwork), then structures can become an important device 

through which to analyse and explore the ontology of space. 

Mol and Law (1994, p. 663) conclude their study by highlighting the fact that 

these three topologies Òhave intricate relations. They co-existÓ, and thus fluid 

topologies are not better than the other two topologies or any other kind of topology. 

In rejecting the idea of a hierarchy between these structures, Mol and Law open the 

way to a perspective in which all kinds of structures can be integrated and used to 

observe aspects of a reality that is itself multi-dimensional. However, Mol and Law 

apply, conceive and use these structures or topologies without any discussion on how 
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they are a result of understandings of space that allow the combination of 

physical/ÔrealÕ space with abstract/conceptual space. In their work, they undertake this 

conceptualisation in relation to blood, but not in relation to space. 

Mol and Law therefore do not conceptualise the ontology of space itself, as the 

notion of topology is conflated with that of space. However, a topology is not only a 

set of elements but also the rules that determine the relationships between those 

elements. Thus a topology is a structure, and a structure, although related to space, is 

not space. Many notions have been associated with space, as discussed in the first part 

of the chapter, such as locations, regions, distance, boundaries, connections, 

topologies, but how do all these constitute space? Using AlgraÕs three-fold 

categorisation of physical space, it is possible to recognise type c in the regional 

space, type b in the network space, and type a in the fluid space. But overriding the 

composition of each structure or each kind of space is the mathematical notion of 

topology, and this is a relational type of space, or type b. The topologies that Mol and 

Law use are multiple variants of a single understanding of space Ð a relational 

understanding Ð even if each of these topologies are themselves guided by other types 

of space. So when using the word ÔspaceÕ to refer to different structures, Mol and Law 

are not conceptualising the ontology of space, but multiple formats of the same kind 

of space. The multiplicity of spaces therefore comes from the different forms that are 

given to the same understanding of space. Nonetheless, they provide, within that 

variety, a panoply of ways in which the realm of the physical, the ÔrealÕ, the everyday 

and that of the abstract and conceptual can be integrated. 
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Conclusion 

 

The literature reveals that space in its abstract and physical dimensions is an 

undefinable concept that scholars have been struggling with for a long time. As Algra 

puts it: 

 

The problem of space has not yet stopped worrying philosophers. The fact that 
space is on the one hand an ineliminable part of the furniture of the physical world 
Ð or at least an ineliminable aspect of the way in which we experience the world Ð 
whereas on the other hand it proves extremely diffic ult to reach a consensus about 
what it actually is, has fascinated many thinkers from the times of Parmenides to 
the present day. (Algra, 1994, p.  2) 

 

Moreover, these conclusions can also lead us into thinking that the perception of 

space per se does not exist and, as a consequence, to begin to conceptualise space as 

something that is not a specific and determined entity but a multiplicity of entities, 

and therefore that is ambiguous, fuzzy and not a totality, despite the possibility of it 

possessing the sense of a totality. As a result, what becomes interesting is the 

exploration and analysis of this concept in the duality and conflict, discrepancies and 

disruption of these two possibilities of space: physical or abstract. From the 

perspective of this thesis, this demands re-thinking the interactions between abstract 

space and physical space since the idea of them as co-dependent is fundamental to a 

discussion on the ontology of space. In this context, the work of Ingold, particularly 

his discussion of the line, hints at a framework outside the representational, opening 

up a discussion on the ontology of space that does not rely on the separation of the 

abstract and the physical Ð despite IngoldÕs own dismissal of the notion of space due 

to his perception of it as abstract and detached from everyday life. Meanwhile, 
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MasseyÕs conceptualisation of space reveals the importance of structures to reflections 

on the ontology of space. In addition, Mol and Law, by addressing positively the 

potential interactions between the physical and the abstract within structures, open the 

way to thinking anew about the relationship between space and structures. In this 

way, they allow for the possibility of transforming space into an active 

methodological device. By combining IngoldÕs take on lines and the everyday with 

MasseyÕs search for a relational structure and Mol and LawÕs explorations with 

topologies, the diagram emerges as a possible way of overcoming the void between 

the physical and the abstract. It does this by combining the practice of drawing with 

structures. The interaction between thinking about the ontology of space and thinking 

about structures through the notion of the diagram seems to be a productive path to 

follow. By re-thinking space from this perspective, it then becomes an element with a 

methodological purchase at the level of disciplinary epistemologies. 

In conclusion, this overview of disciplinary approaches to space has revealed 

that the concept is only partially realised in disciplines that work with and through 

space (and/or the concept of space). The lack of a consensual understanding, however, 

is a manifestation of something deeper than a language/meaning problem, as the 

problematic is the very entity of space itself. Chapter Two will expose in greater 

detail the lack of consensus and understanding, affirming that space is not fully 

knowable and, in its entirety, escapes description. Nonetheless, this thesis argues, 

most notably in its second part, that aesthetics and art might alleviate the tension and 

potentially access space through a sensuous, experiential and imaginative exploration. 

It proposes that this can be achieved by a convergence of conceptual and physical 

accounts of space, particularly through their recovery in visual, diagrammatic, 

structures. This enquiry into the characteristics of what makes us conceive of space as 
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either physical or abstract is intended to release a provisional understanding of space 

Ð an understanding that neither brings together nor separates but steps outside this 

distinction altogether. It is precisely by working between the physical and the abstract, 

with the uncertainties that make it possible to conceive of space as both, and by 

acknowledging both the interconnections and the contradictions and discrepancies 

between these two understandings, that it becomes possible to enquire into the 

ontology of space. 
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Chapter Two 

Space Through Khora:  

The Possibility of Space as a Methodological Device 

 

The previous chapter discussed how space has been understood from the point of 

view of the Earth; that is, it looked at the everyday perspective of space guided by 

disciplines such as geography, anthropology and sociology. It observed how 

contemporary thinkers have moved away from a modernist epistemology towards a 

paradigm in which humanity is not separate from the Earth (the inhabited 

environment) but both are co-constructed, each being dependent on and an agent in 

the otherÕs formation, and it discussed the impact of this perspective on conceptions 

of space, particularly in relation to structure. The following chapter develops the 

argument by dismantling the dichotomy between space and Earth: the separation of 

Earth, where we dwell, from outer space, where the sky and cosmos exist. It shows 

how the relation of space to structures spans different modalities of thought that are 

not restricted by this Earth-sky split. 

An historical perspective of the emergence of the word ÔcosmosÕ, particularly 

in relation to cosmology, reveals a further dissociation apparent in the perception of 

space: the dichotomy between that which is known and with which we interact (Earth) 

and that which is unreachable and unknowable (the sky). In this thesis, the term 

ÔcosmologyÕ is understood to represent a philosophical system that explains how the 

world has come into being, bringing together the physical, cosmogonic dimension 

(whether logical or mythological) and the metaphysical. The way these dimensions 

interact reveals the rules or norms that guide how human beings should live. An 



! )& !

analysis of cosmology therefore clarifies the Earth-sky dichotomy but also brings to 

light another dimension that has particular significance for a discussion on the 

ontology of space: the idea of the unknown and unknowable. It reveals that the sky 

has not only been associated with the idea of the untouchable, unreachable and 

unknown, but it is similarly related to the idea of space. 

An understanding of the relationship between the unknown and space is an 

important theme of this thesis: it raises the question of whether space is unreachable 

and unknowable, and if the answer is ÔyesÕ, how it is so. The previous chapter pointed 

to a deficit in the understanding of the relationship between physical space and 

conceptual, abstract, metaphysical space, and how, despite the everyday use of the 

word, there is no consensus on the nature of space. This chapter intends to explore the 

possibility that not only do we not know what space is or how to use it, but also that 

space itself might be a concept that expresses the unknowable. The idea of space as an 

unreachable dimension, impossible to apprehend, will be more closely explored by 

way of the key concepts of PlatoÕs cosmological work, the Timaeus. This work will be 

used throughout the chapter as a framework for a discussion on the different 

dimensions and implications of this question, particularly in relation to the 

interactions between the idea of the arche (or first cause) and the emergence of a third 

element within the Platonic Theory of Forms, khora.7 

The Timaeus is recognised as a work that has played a major role within 

European Christianity, but it has also recently assumed an important place in theories 

about the limitations of language, particularly the idea of ÔunutterabilityÕ, and in the 

development of rhetorical strategies. The different interpretations of khora allow this 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 A discussion of the meaning of this term is deve loped  throughout the chapter. 
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thesis to discuss not only the possibility but also the limits of using the concept of 

space as a methodological device. This dimension is specifically approached in the 

second part of the chapter through the work of Rickert, which brings together within 

the sphere of invention the work of contemporary scholars such as Jacques Derrida, 

Julie Kristeva and Gregory Ulmer. The difficulties of conceiving of space as a 

methodological device, given the impossibility of fully reaching and materialising 

space (and PlatosÕs concept ÔkhoraÕ) is further analysed through a study of the 

collaborative work of philosopher Jacques Derrida and architect Peter Eisenman.  

However, in this chapter, and in the thesis as a whole, the stress is not on 

understanding khora in its spatial dimension Ð khora as space Ð in order to intervene 

in the discussion on whether the concept can be identified as space or not, but to 

speculatively explore the ontology of space through the multiple perspectives on and 

interpretations of khora that have emerged over time, and thus to understand space 

through khora. This does not necessarily imply a ÔcharitableÕ rational reconstruction 

of past theories (as Algra (1994, p. 74) puts it) but, rather, a dialogue with them from 

the position that it is not possible to fully account for the past.8 As such, this 

perspective generates a way of deepening the understanding of the ontology of space 

and furthering the exploration of its potential as a methodological device. The 

framework provided by PlatoÕs khora  (and by contemporary discussions on the 

concept) opens the way for an investigation into the idea of space as a conundrum,  a 

paradoxical and unknowable realm, based on the understanding that all 

conceptualisations of space are related and simply present different dimensions or 

facets of the same thing Ð one, however, that cannot be identified as a single entity. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 This position wil l be particularly addressed in Chapter Three by observing contemporary 
discussions on historiographic positions towards the past, history and historical narration. 
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Cosmological Aspects of Space 

Cosmology and the displacement of the unknown to space 

 

According to philosopher and philologist Remi Brague in his work, Wisdom of the 

World (2003), the word ÔcosmologyÕ Ð as opposed to ÔcosmographyÕ and 

ÔcosmogonyÕ9 Ð has its origins in the mid-seventeenth century, when it arose as a 

description of the accounts, particularly historical ones, of ManÕs existence in the 

world. However, its first recorded use as a working concept within a discipline dates 

from 18th-century German philosophy. The fact that its emergence coincided with the 

coming of the modern age is telling: it reveals the underlying conditions that guided 

the formation of the term and its discipline. Brague (2003, p. 4) alerts us to the fact 

that cosmology, Òas is implied by the word logos, is not that of a simple discourse, but 

a reflection on the nature of the world that as a world must be expressedÓ. As such, 

cosmology entails that in order to consider what the world is, it is necessary that 

human beings recognise their own existence and observe themselves as beings in the 

world. The existence of a human subject who is separate from the object of reflection 

is a necessary condition for the conceptualisation of the world. As a consequence, 

cosmology becomes a discourse not only of an ontological but also of an 

anthropological order, as it primarily concerns the relationship between Man and the 

world. The rise of ÔMan as subjectÕ, and the consequent separation of Man from the 

world, was fundamental to the emergence of cosmology alongside modernity (Brague, 

  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Brague (2003, p. 3) defines cosmography as Òthe drawing or description (graphein) of the world 
as it appears at a given momentÓ, and cosmogony as Òthe story of the emergence of things or, 
perhaps, the story of cosmogenesis É  [the explanation of ] how things come to form ( gignesthai) 
the world as we know it, in the structure in which we find it todayÓ. 
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 2003); however, as Brague remarks, such a separation has a longer history, in which 

the emergence of the word ÔcosmosÕ itself played a fundamental role. 

The foundations of cosmology, as well as its limits, lie in the origins of the 

word ÔcosmosÕ in Greek civilisation when it was primarily related to the word ÔworldÕ 

and only secondarily associated with the sky. Brague (2003) provides evidence that 

prior to ancient Greek civilisation a term to describe the world as the totality of all 

existing things did not exist. He explains such an absence by reference to the thought 

of Brunner-Traut (2000), which associates the non-existence of such a concept with 

the fact that although phenomena were observed, understood, explained and 

integrated into an overall system, this understanding did not require that human 

beings perceive the system as a distinct unity, as if observed from a single exterior 

perspective. Consequently, such an independent structure could neither be 

conceptualised nor named. According to Brague (2003), however, the observation of 

an independent world is fundamental to the conceptualisation of the whole as a unity, 

as it is first necessary to see the entirety of that unity from the outside. More precisely, 

the whole only becomes such if it is conceived as an object that is separate from the 

thinking subject. The concept of the ÔworldÕ could only emerge with the shift of 

perspective that allowed an understanding of human beings as distinct from the rest of 

the totality. This shift came with the ancient Greeks, and the word chosen to express 

the unity of the whole, ÔkosmosÕ, is one that reflects the idea that the entirety of things 

needs an organising structure Ð the word itself meant Ôharmonious orderÕ. It is thus 

possible to conclude from BragueÕs work that the word ÔworldÕ was born of the need 

to designate a possible model for a structure or order in which the entirety of things 

could be organised and observed as a unity. As a consequence, the emergence of the 

word ÔcosmosÕ, the Ôordered worldÕ, goes hand-in-hand with the creation of the 
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dichotomies of the inner and the outer, and of Man and the world. 

Brague (2003) argues that the transformation of the idea of an ordered whole, 

the cosmos, into a synonym for the world depended on two fundamental ideas that 

came into being during SocratesÕ time. The first, mentioned above, was the separation 

of human beings from the natural world Ð that is, from the entirety of things that 

constitute the whole. The second was the belief that nature was unknowable and 

consequently unreachable. These two ideas occurred when Socrates observed that it 

was only possible to know and discuss Man in his ethical dimension, and therefore the 

domain of physics and nature were truly unknowable as they were not subject to 

humanityÕs moral laws. It is important to note, as Brague (2003, p. 29) points out, that 

the Socratic understanding broke from the dominant paradigm whereby Ò[t]he Greeks 

believed that the world and its human subjects were primarily connected through 

the existence of laws that governed them all, and that those laws were of a moral 

natureÓ. Such a transformation in belief created a chasm separating the laws of Man 

from those of the physical world, and ethics from physics and nature. The first 

outcome of this was a symbolic deferment of the world Ð the cosmos Ð to the sky. The 

physically distant sky came to symbolise the unreachable and consequently the 

unknowable (Brague, 2003), and as nature itself became unknowable, what once had 

been the immediate and perceptible domain of earthly, everyday phenomena became 

merged with the unreachable domain of the heavens. Nature and heavens, Earth and 

sky, were now part of the same domain. The second outcome was that Man became 

an entity that was independent of the whole Ð that is, of the world or cosmos, a world 

that existed symbolically in the heavens. 

Nevertheless, it was only with Plato that the idea of the cosmos as the world 

(and the beginnings of cosmology) occurred Ð or more precisely, with his work, the 
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Timaeus. Brague (2003) regards the Timaeus as the first cosmological work written in 

the West because it represents the moment in which the world was first reflected upon 

and characterised as such. However, in order to present the world as a whole, Plato 

had to bridge the chasm Socrates had created and establish a relationship between 

human beings and the world (the cosmos), reconciling humanity with the ordered 

structure of the whole while still keeping them in separate domains. He achieved this 

by integrating morality into the structured order of the whole, introducing the idea of 

ÔgoodÕ as the ruling principle of the cosmos (Brague, 2003; Cornford, [1937] 1997). 

 

 

The Timaeus 

 

In the Timaeus, divine regulatory deeds betray an inherent purpose: they are the fruit 

of the intelligible, ÔgoodÕ design of a single Craftsman, bringing order to chaos. As 

such, the cosmos is presented as an hierarchical construction where things and beings 

mirror the prior realm of creation, albeit each time in a less and less perfect fashion as 

they become increasingly distanced from their ideal forms. In the Timaeus, therefore, 

Plato creates a macro-micro correspondence where both the physical and 

metaphysical realms are regulated by the same rational, harmonious rules, which are 

expressed through mathematics. Consequently, as the scholar of ancient philosophy 

Francis M. Cornford says: 

 

É [t]r ue morality is not a product of human evolution, still less the arbitrary 
enactment of human wills. It is an order and harmony of the soul; and the soul 
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itself is a counterpart, in miniature, of the soul of the world, which has an 
everlasting order and harmony of its own, instituted by reason. (Conford, [1937] 
1997, p. 6) 

 

The presence of this Ôworld soulÕ is reflected in the macro-micro correspondence 

within human beings, and this enables Man to acknowledge the cosmos; the human 

soul shares in the divinity of the world soul and, in so doing, partakes in the realms of 

both Being and Becoming, of ideal forms and their counterparts, the individual 

instances of these forms. Similarly, it also enables human beings to acknowledge the 

ideal society, because the world soul is also present in social organisation 

(Kavanaugh, 2007, p. 19). It can be said that the Timaeus contains the notion of a 

Ôdistributed soulÕ, albeit present in differing degrees of perfection; however, the 

Platonic soul is more of an ideal pattern, a cosmic architectonic,10 perfectly ordered 

and harmonious, which in being Òembodi[ed] in the world of instancesÓ (Findlay, 

2007, p. 161) assumes distorted shapes. The soul of each thing within the cosmos is 

an imperfect reproduction of the world soul. 

Although, Plato bridged SocratesÕ chasm in the Timaeus by presenting an 

ordered world that is regulated by an ideal pattern (the world soul), it was still 

necessary to define a system whereby the order and harmony of this world soul, 

manifest as ÔformsÕ, becomes the soul of ÔinstancesÕ (for example, the human soul) 

within the realm of the sensible. If the microcosm of life on Earth is but an imperfect 

copy of a ÔmacrocosmosÕ, a world soul, there must be laws determining this 

reproduction. The ambition of PlatoÕs cosmological work, therefore, is to present a 

system that explains how the rules of the cosmos operate in the pragmatic 

organisation of life on Earth, both at the level of the individual human being and at 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 The term is borrowed from Kavanaugh (2007). 
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the level of society. However, as seen above, Plato first had to solve the problem of 

the transformation of forms into instances and that meant it was necessary to address 

the primary cause that motivates this transformation. Plato says: 

 

We must, then in my judgement, first make this distinction: what is that which is 
always real and has no becoming, and what is that which is always becoming and 
is never real. (Plato trs. in Cornford, [1937] 1997, p. 22) 

 

If the static, unchanging and perfect world of forms is the beginning, how does this 

become the constantly changing realm of instances? 

A cosmological work discussing the genesis of the world thus proved 

fundamental to observations concerning the idea of a world soul and its implications. 

As the world soul caused the world to be created as a ÔgoodÕ world, a discussion of 

the worldÕs genesis Ð of the first cause that is also the necessary cause Ð provided the 

perfect metaphysical ground for an explanation of how forms become instances. The 

Timaeus is therefore a reflection on beginnings and origins, presented on different 

levels, using multiple strategies. Yet it also shows how a beginning is something 

indeterminate. Cosmology consequently becomes an inherently metaphysical 

enterprise. The ideas concerning the genesis of the transformation of forms into 

instances, and the way that good becomes present in the soul, are presented not only 

through the TimaeusÕ cosmogenic argument (the content of the work), but also by 

means of its rhetorical structure and dialogic form. 
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The Timaeus as the search for the arche 

 

From its very beginning the Timaeus is concerned with the problematic of beginnings. 

The dialogue opens with the continuation of a discussion that Socrates had begun on 

the previous day Ð thus even before it starts, it has already begun. Due to its 

chronology and subject matter, many scholars argue that the discussion in the 

Timaeus unrolls from that of PlatoÕs earlier work, the Republic,11 in which Socrates 

expounds his view of the ideal city. This city, however, had remained in the realm of 

ideas. Thus the problem that Plato has Socrates put to his three guests at the beginning 

of the Timaeus, after a brief recapitulation of the arguments of the day before, is how 

this ideal city can become a living reality. To understand the importance of this 

question it must be noted that the term ÔcityÕ refers not just to the city itself, as we 

would understand it nowadays, but to the city-state. The problem Socrates poses goes 

beyond the local and pragmatic; it is a question directed at Greek society. The city 

question exceeds itself, expanding to the domain of the state, and from there to the 

constitution of the cosmos, replicating the question of how forms become instances. 

The fundamental question of the transformation of forms into instances is therefore 

twofold: on the one hand, it begets a quest for the beginning, the first cause that 

makes the reproduction endure; on the other, it is a practical question of how to create 

a perfect civilisation, how to realise the ideal city in practice. 

After setting the scene, the Timaeus follows with a concealed introduction to 

the overall problematic that the three guests are about to discuss and Socrates to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 The connection is not only at the level of the continuation of the argument, but is also a temporal 
one Ð the continuation of the action from the Republi c to the Timaeus. It is a continuation not only 
in terms of the development of a theory, but also at the level of the themes under discussion. 
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receive.12 It is presented through an account by Critias of the origins of Greek 

civilisation, foregrounding the mythological dimension that will later imbue the 

Timaeus. Critias highlights the idea that the Greeks have forgotten their origin; it can 

only be retrieved through the writings of the Egyptians: ÒThe Egyptian priests found 

it necessary to recount to [Solon] the genealogy of the Ôfirst manÕ because the 

Greeks had forgotten their own heritageÓ (Kavanaugh, 2007, p. 22).  

According to Critias, due to the absence of written documents and their 

reliance on oral tradition, the Greeks continually forget their past and have to re-start 

over and over again, never reaching maturity as a civilisation, remaining like children 

(Kavanaugh, 2007, p. 23). Greece (that is, Athens) is cyclically re-born; it has 

multiple beginnings, and as a result, is constantly trapped within a process of 

Becoming, never attaining Being. This account of the birth of Greek society is a 

premonition of the kind of story that will be needed to account for the origin of the 

cosmos: later in the dialogue, the discussion turns to the idea that TimaeusÕ account of 

the cosmos is also a Ôlikely storyÕ, a mythos, just like that of Critias, and this in turn 

will provide the paramount opening for Plato to intervene in the conjecture over the 

nature of the arche. The significance of CritiasÕ story is that it starts to clarify the kind 

of knowledge that the mythos represents in the context of Greek society. 

As Kavanaugh (2007, p. 25) notes, Òwhat is ÔunrecordedÕ is considered Ôa true 

storyÕ, recounting orally the true genealogy of the Greeks and the origin of the society 

based upon the law and first principlesÓ. Critias tells us that it is not possible to know 

the true origin of the Greeks; however, because the narratives (the mythos) the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 This act is a premonition of the notion of khora, which is discussed l a te r  in the work. Khora 
therefore begins to be put in place from the beginning But the concept is also embodied by 
Socrates, as Derrida ([1993] 1995, p. 109), Rickert (2007, p. 260) and Kavanaugh (2007, p. 28) 
highlight, bo th  through this act and SocratesÕ later absence from the dialogue. 
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ancestors passed down have been kept alive, their account not only of the genealogy 

of the gods, but also of the descendants of the gods (humanity), is believable. These 

narratives are not the same as the truth conveyed by the logos, but they hold 

plausibility as stories that have been kept alive generation after generation. 

Consequently, despite following another system, another kind of understanding, these 

stories are authentic because they are in contact with the origin, with divinity, and 

have the legitimacy of custom (Kavanaugh, 2007). However, they do not reveal how 

the Greeks can emerge from the loop of Becoming, how the ideal state can be 

achieved in practice. 

Such is the concern of Socrates: after his presentation of the ideal city(-state), 

he wishes to see such a city(-state) in practice as he believes that this would represent 

a way of overcoming Greek civilisationÕs cycle of Becoming. In order to respond to 

SocratesÕ call, however, the discussion has to start at the very beginning, at the 

creation of the world. As a metaphysical enquiry presented in the form of a 

cosmology, the Timaeus approaches the problematic of beginnings as concerning the 

creation of order, of how chaos became an ordered cosmos. Given that the cosmos is 

ordered at its origin according to rules that structure it both as a thing in itself and as 

the total of all existing things, what is the relationship between the form and the 

instance, in terms of the genesis of the latter? The Timaeus is thus not so much a quest 

to define or discover the arche itself, but an attempt to reveal how it set in motion the 

genesis of the first instance, the cosmos, and all subsequent instances. The first guest 

to speak is Timaeus, a cosmologist, and so it falls to him to present the workings and 

formation of the world Ð the cosmos Ð and the arche. 

Timaeus says that the cosmos is the work of a Craftsman, who has created it 

according to a perfect design. As such, it is the primordial instance, that which 
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necessarily constitutes the only instance of its form Ð the reason why there is only one 

world (Cornford, [1937] 1997). Throughout his life-work, Plato defined instances as 

belonging to the realm of the sensible, and as they are subject to change and 

consequently only accessible through the senses, they can never be truly known 

(Patterson, [2009] 2012; Kananaugh, 2007). As it is the primordial and most perfect 

instance, where all other instances exist and from which they derive, the cosmos is 

unique Ð but it is still part of the realm of instances. As the cosmos, the world, is 

subject to constant change, it is an impermanent entity, a Becoming. This Becoming, 

however, cannot be interpreted as a process of progressively drawing closer to the 

realm of forms until it ultimately reaches it, because this is not the ideal towards 

which the instance is evolving (Cornford, [1937] 1997). The Becoming represented 

by the cosmos should be understood as a process of transformation that is inherent to 

its nature as a copy, an imperfect and therefore ÔunstableÕ thing that has become, that 

has a genesis. Yet, as Cornford argues, this genesis is not the product of a Maker, but 

of a metaphorical Craftsman, and this necessitates a re-evaluation of what both the 

arche and the Maker are. 

According to Cornford ([1937] 1997), the world cannot have been created 

following a plan by an omnipotent and omniscient being because the Maker is not a 

literal figure but a metaphor, a placeholder, part of the construction of the mythos that, 

as a mythos, cannot be disclosed to the workings of the logos (or reason). The Maker, 

the Craftsman, is the ideal form Ð it is Being itself. The ontological status of the 

Craftsman negates the determination of a first cause in the genesis of the cosmos 

because, as Plato says in the Timaeus, existing entails a three-fold process of 

generation: Being, khora and Becoming (Cornford, [1937] 1997; Kavanaugh, 2007, p. 

66). This process could possibly be told as a mythos, but the locus (in place and time) 
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of the arche is left open and unclear. If the process of genesis is seen as causal Ð that 

is, one in which forms dictate the nature of instances as properties Ð then the system, 

as Patterson ([2009] 2012) shows, would fall into regression as the forms would be 

self-exemplifying. However, if there is no first property dictating the instance but only 

something that represents the common element in a group of things, and whose 

existence is dependent upon the constitution of the group, then there is no regression 

(Patterson, [2009] 2012, p. 19). However an arche is still required for Being to 

generate Becoming. As such, in the Timaeus, the arche is conceived of not as the first 

cause of a linear sequence of cause and effect, but as a first or fundamental principle 

that guides the organisation of the structure but does not generate anything other than 

the rules of generation. It does not give birth to a sequence of events, it just sets the 

guidelines that inform the structure. As a result, although the cosmos came to be, was 

begun, it is difficult to determine the locus of its beginning, indicating instead an 

extended, indeterminate beginning without a start or end.  

The beginning-without- apparent-beginning of the Timaeus alerts us to the fact 

that the beginning cannot be localised. As Rikert states, 

 

[a] ÔbeginningÕ as a singular, locatable moment is missing; what emerges instead 
is a distribution (or matrix) of beginnings. The insinuation is that a beginning is 
but an idea materialised in rhetorical space and character (Rikert, 2007, p. 257)  

 

The problematic of beginnings is mirrored or reproduced in the three new starts that 

Timaeus needs to make to tell his story. The beginning, or the lack of a location for a 

beginning, is thus solved through repetition, or as Derrida ([1993] 1995, p. 113) says, 

through mise-en-abyme, Òa series of mythic fictions embedded mutually in each 

otherÓ. The arche constitutes itself: encapsulating all possibilities, it repeats and 
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reveals what it already is Ð a beginning. 

Another implication of the fact that the cosmos is an instance is the idea that, 

in being impermanent, it cannot be known; there can be no rational or immutable 

account of it. For Plato (as noted earlier) although instances exist, they are not real but 

illusory; only forms are real because they are everlasting and immutable. It is possible 

to give an unchanging, logical and therefore true account of forms; however, it is not 

possible to give a true account of an instance. As the cosmos concerns the realm of 

instances, TimaeusÕ account, like the story told by Critias, can only be a probable 

account. As such, the birth of Greek civilisation mirrors the birth of the cosmos, and 

the question of how the ideal city-state can be realised in practice is a dimension of 

the question of how instances are generated from forms; it is a way of reinforcing 

through a rhetorical strategy the macro-micro schema of the genesis of instances. It 

also represents the complexity of the process of formation: not only is the arche itself 

indeterminate, but what it gives origin to is also unknowable. Consequently, the place 

given to these two stories or mythical accounts in the dialogue is important. These are 

plausible mythical accounts, but they are not fictional,13 because Ð as opposed to 

fiction Ð myth can still be believed. The mythological is not tantamount to the 

fictional. However, in order to grasp the role of the mythological as representing a 

different method of understanding, Plato introduces the fundamental element of khora 

into the dialogue. This is something of a third kind or genus that stands alongside 

Being and Becoming at the arche, generating the cosmos, and it is known by means 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 The distinction between the mythical and the fictional is crucial to an understanding of the 
dialogue and its main elements: Being, Becoming and the third element, khora, which is introduced 
later, in the second beginning. The Timaeus is a mythical story, but it is not presented in opposition 
to science, because science, being an account of the physical world, cannot be true either. 
Therefore science is itself mythical. 
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of a ÔbastardÕ14 sort of reasoning. Thus khora becomes fundamental to PlatoÕs Theory 

of Forms, because if  

 

the body of the universe is not reduced by Plato to mere extension, but contains 
motions and active powers which are not instituted by the divine Reason and are 
perpetually producing undesirable effects (Cornford, [1937] 1997, p. 176) 

 

there must be something that accounts for this process. 

 

 

The Timaeus and the notion of khora 

 

In accounting for the generation of instances from forms, it is necessary to explain 

how movement, or the process of Becoming, is introduced into the system. How did 

the everlasting and unchanging forms generate perishable and changing instances? As 

discussed above, the pragmatic dimension of the question that Socrates presents to his 

three guests Ð how to bring the ideal city to life Ð goes hand-in-hand with the need to 

explain the existence of change and movement within the cosmos, and it is in order to 

account for this ontological process of formation that Plato introduces the new 

element of khora into the system. This third element, which lies at the core of the 

arche, along with forms and instances, has been the subject of multiple analyses 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Despite the apparent strangeness of the term, this is the word used in the translations o f  Plato by 
all the scholars referenced in this thesis. In the context of this thesis, the term ÔbastardÕ stands for a 
type of order. This order, however, i s  one that is abnormal and strange, not formed out of logical 
reasoning and thus diffic ult to recognise as such. ÔBastardÕ is not a synonym for chaos or noise; 
nonetheless, the case could be made that these two notions, chaos and noise, are an extreme 
example of what this notion signifies, as they represent orders in which no order can be identified. 
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holding disparate positions on its ontology. PlatoÕs own description has fuelled the 

debate about what it could be; the evasive, arcane language he uses reflects its nature 

as a spurious or ÔbastardÕ kind of entity. As a consequence, the task of describing this 

elusive third element presents the same kind of difficulty as does that of locating the 

arche Ð it is almost impossible. In order to describe it, Plato resorts to several 

metaphors, and as discussed later, the difficulty of dealing with this concept is 

inherent to the term he finally chooses to give it: khora, or space. The fact that both 

the arche and the third element are so difficult to describe and locate provokes further 

reflection about the intrinsic relationship between space and beginnings. 

In order to understand the role of the third element, the arche, and space 

within this framework, it is necessary to examine PlatoÕs metaphorical descriptions of 

it. It is first presented as the receptacle, the bearer, the nurse of all Becoming, 

determining its position as that which receives; it holds the process of generation of 

instances from forms. However, as the various metaphors reveal, this is a special kind 

of receptacle. The first metaphors for the imprint-bearer are: gold; the base of 

unguents or perfumes; and other plastic materials.15 Gold, as with any other plastic 

material, can be continuously transformed and moulded to assume multiple shapes Ð 

PlatoÕs expression is that of Òhaving moulded all figures out of goldÓ (Kalkavage, 

2007, p. 82). However, the gold itself Ð the material in which the shapes are formed Ð 

does not change; it always remains gold. The idea of a receptacle, a place of 

transformation, that is neither transformed nor altered by what it receives, is echoed 

by further metaphors. Plato extends the notion with his metaphor of the mother, or 

more precisely the motherÕs womb, which nurses and holds the embryo until the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 The translations of the metaphor vary from clay to wax. Although the process of working with 
these materials is very diff erent, the general idea is that of a material with a high degree of 
plasticity. 
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moment of birth. As Kavanaugh (2007) reminds us, in ancient Greece, the role of the 

mother in the process of conception was as a receptacle for the manÕs seed, holding 

and nurturing it until its transformation into a baby. The crucial point of these 

metaphors is that the receptacle can take any form yet remain neutral and unaltered; it 

simply allows transformation to take place. As a consequence, although it is a place of 

transformation, the receptacle does not materially participate in the process, neither 

receiving anything from nor giving anything to that which it receives. Nonetheless, as 

with the motherÕs womb, or gold, or any other plastic material, the third element or 

receptacle retains an existence of its own. 

Finally, after presenting these metaphors, Plato concludes by naming the 

receptacle as ÔkhoraÕ, one of the ancient Greek words for space. In identifying the 

receptacle thus, Plato describes it as that which: 

 

É  always is, admitting not of destruction and providing a seat for all that has 
birth, itself graspable by some bastard reasoning with the aid of insensibilit y, 
hardly to be tested, the very thing we look to when we dream and affirm that it is 
necessary somehow for everything that is to be in some region or to occupy some 
space and that that [which] is neither on earth nor something in heaven is nothing. 
(Plato trs. in Kalkavage, 2001, pp. 84-85) 

 

This description is the result of a systematic process of constructing the idea of the 

third element as khora/space through a succession of metaphors, gradually rarefying 

the concept, distinguishing it at each step from the previous one (Cornford, [1937] 

1997). The need for such a careful construction is arguably due to the difficulties 

Plato experienced in attempting to access space Ð to fully grasp it Ð through language. 

According to Algra (1994: 94) the inarticulate way in which the receptacle is 

presented is the fruit of ÒPlatoÕs attempts to cope with the problems of space within a 
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historical and philosophical context, in linking them up both with his own 

metaphysical system and with the ordinary usage of spatial terms in his own timeÓ. 

Nonetheless, Aristotle credits Plato as the first philosopher in ancient Greece to strive 

to come to terms with the concept of space rather than simply using the currently 

available spatial terms. For Cornford ([1937] 1997, p. 177), however, the difficulty is 

associated with PlatoÕs intent to reveal the nature of this kind of space, which is Òmore 

Ôobscure and difficultÕ than geometrical spaceÓ Ð a ÔnatureÕ that flickers between the 

physical and the metaphysical realms. Part of the difficulty of grasping this third 

element resides in the problem of understanding what it means for the receptacle to 

have an existence of its own, particularly when it is presented as simultaneously space 

and part of the arche. This has been a matter of extensive debate throughout the 

history of the dialogueÕs interpretation, particularly the interpretation of this passage, 

and it comprises the subject of the following paragraphs. As the metaphors used by 

Plato appear to bear traces of the idea that dimensions or degrees of the third element 

embody khora, or space, the discussions concerning the ontology of this element are 

fundamental to an analysis of the difficulties encountered in discussing the ontology 

of space. 

The metaphors presented thus far, including the idea of the receptacle, 

comprise the passage (48e to 52d) traditionally considered as the one in which Plato 

introduces and defines the third element of the arche. However, in order to fully 

understand its designation as ÔkhoraÕ, it is necessary to look ahead to the summary 

that immediately follows the passage, where Plato re-states the idea of the third 

element as space and introduces a final metaphor, that of a winnowing basket, to 

indicate the process through which the receptacle participates in the arche, in the 

generation of instances out of forms. This metaphor conveys the process of Òswaying 
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and sorting, winnowing and separatingÓ (Kavanaugh, 2007, p. 64) to which the 

receptacle subjects what it receives, but to which it is also, sympathetically, subject. 

As with a winnowing basket, this movement allows what is similar to come together 

and what is different to be separated. 

The metaphor reinforces the idea that something is received in the receptacle. 

But what are its properties? Plato says that it receives the four elements, which, 

according to Cornford ([1937] 1997), should be conceived as qualities rather than 

material entities. The receptacle receives the imprint of these qualities but is not 

constituted by them. However, referring back to the gold metaphor and the process of 

modelling, Plato uses the expression Ôout ofÕ Ð specifically, Ôout of goldÕ Ð to describe 

the way the different shapes begin to surface. According to Algra (1994), the gold 

metaphor points to the idea that what comes out of the receptacle is material, despite 

the fact that what enters it is not. The apparent discrepancy over what emerges from 

the receptacle is therefore accompanied by an uncertainty over what goes into it, 

prompting Algra (1994, p. 105) to speculate that it remains ambiguous as to whether 

what enters the receptacle are qualities, which he identifies as ÔinstantiationsÕ, or 

instances themselves.  Such apparent incongruities beg the question of where exactly 

the receptacle exists. As Cornford ([1937] 1997) recognises, this is a three-fold 

question: it is necessary to understand the nature of the receptacleÕs existence, its 

relation to forms and instances, and how we know it. As seen earlier in the TimaeusÕ 

presentation and discussion of the arche, ontology goes hand-in-hand with 

epistemology throughout the dialogue, because what something is is limited by how it 

is known Ð that is, by the system of knowledge to which it belongs. 

Despite the difficulties in understanding the ontology of the receptacle, Plato 

does, however, describe it as something that is everlasting, indestructible and 
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immutable. Also, as his metaphors show and as Cornford ([1937] 1997, p. 178) points 

out, Òthe receptacle itself alone has some sort of permanent beingÓ. It is Òinvisible and 

has shapeless formÓ (Plato trs. in Kalkavage, 2001, p. 83) and is not constituted by 

anything. These characteristics point to the idea that the receptacle shares the same 

hierarchical position as forms, as these are also indestructible, everlasting, invisible 

and truly real. As such, the receptacle is distant from instances and the realm of 

Becoming, which are visible, tangible and subject to mutation and decay. Kavanaugh 

suggests: 

 

Chora [sic], in fact, participates in the ideal forms, therefore is unchanging and 
prior/original to all material considerations. The chora is a Ôthing-in-itselfÕ, except 
to say that the chora is also prior to all Ôthing-nessÕ; therefore, the chora has 
neither qualities nor characteristics nor predicates. (Kavanaugh, 2007, p. 57) 

 

How then can we account for the perceived material dimension encountered in the 

previous paragraph? And how can something be a Ôthing-in-itselfÕ and at the same 

time be prior to Ôthing-nessÕ? As a consequence, the idea of the receptacle appears 

confusing and Òvery hard to apprehendÓ (Plato trs. in Cornford, [1937] 1997, p. 186). 

It is something that by its very strangeness is set apart from its constitution and is 

ÔformallyÕ distinct from forms and instances. The receptacle is not a multiplicity as it 

is not constituted by a set of elements in the way forms and instances are, and 

therefore its ÔnameÕ does not refer to a category of things but only to itself. As a 

result, the receptacle does not seem to belong to the same type of ontological family 

as Being and Becoming. Such distinctiveness, according to Kavanaugh (2007, p. 55), 

has prompted some scholars to claim, in opposition to Cornford and Kavanaugh, that 

the receptacle might be a Ônon-beingÕ (in contrast to Being and Becoming). Rickert 

(2007) suggests that it is a Ônon-placeÕ between forms and instances. In order to 
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further understand the receptacle, therefore, it is necessary to investigate the 

relationship between the receptacle and forms and instances, Being and Becoming. 

Although the receptacle and forms seem to exist, ontologically, on the same 

hierarchical level, their role in the arche sets them apart. Forms, as described by Plato, 

never enter into anything nor do they receive anything into themselves. They 

resemble a pattern, model, plan or design that is followed in the construction of 

something. Instances, however, are the entities that are generated from that design. As 

such, they bear materiality and consequently need to exist somewhere, because as 

Plato (trs. in Kalkavage, 2007, pp. 84-85) says when describing khora, whatever 

constitutes the cosmos must exist somewhere, otherwise it is nothing. The question 

that immediately emerges is whether khora, as space, is the receptacle that contains 

the cosmos Ð that is, all existing instances. Algra (1994) believes there are passages 

that can be interpreted this way Ð suggesting that the receptacle is the container of the 

sensible world Ð but there are others in which Plato takes a different position, where 

he appears to say that the receptacle is a constituent of the sensible world because it is 

constituted by qualities that are present within instances. However, as seen earlier, the 

receptacle receives the qualities and not the instances themselves. If it were to receive 

the instances, it would share their fate and belong to the realm of Becoming. Also, it 

would be necessary for a model for khora to exist, in which case khora could not be 

seen as analogous or parallel to forms. This does not seem to be the case because, as 

the previous paragraph shows, khora would not then be part of the arche, alongside 

Being and Becoming, but a part of Becoming, and it would be difficult to reconcile 

this with the structuring role of the receptacle, ordering the qualities of instances. 

This conundrum leads to the third question of how the receptacle is known Ð 

or what it means for khora to be to apprehend by a Òsort of bastard reasoningÓ (Plato 
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trs. in Cornford, [1937] 1997, p. 192), as stated previously. The difficulty of grasping 

khora and its workings has prompted Kavanaugh (2007, p. 58) to say that Òthe chora 

[sic] is Ôhardly realÕ, meaning that it does not participate in the intelligible although it 

is eternal and formlessÓ. The terms and expressions Plato uses throughout the passage 

to refer to khora alert us to the difficulty of apprehending the receptacle, and point 

towards the unknowable and intangible.16 This opens the way to a conception of the 

receptacle as a ÔbastardÕ entity, that is Òneither this nor that or that it is both this and 

thatÓ (Derrida, [1993] 1995: 89). DerridaÕs position is that khora is neither part of the 

sensible nor the intelligible but is precisely an intermediate or third kind of entity, Ôan-

otherÕ. This also seems to be KavanaughÕs (2007: 59) position: she states that the 

receptacle Òis precisely the third term Ð intermediary between Being and Becoming, 

between the eternal Same and the generated and continually changing DifferentÓ. 

Although taking a different approach to Kavanaugh and Derrida, Cornford ([1937] 

1997, p. 193) also adopts a ÔmiddleÕ position: he believes that the receptacle is a 

factor in the visible world despite being everlasting and indestructible. However, it 

also partakes in the intelligible, although it does so in a puzzling way, leading 

Cornford to associate the participation of khora in the arche with a process of 

abstraction. Thus it seems possible to say that khora is neither an object of rational 

understanding, as forms are, nor an object of belief, apprehended by the senses, as 

Becoming is; instead, it is something else that despite not being perceivable can be 

understood as active in the world by means of a different kind of reasoning, a 

ÔbastardÕ reasoning. As such, can we ever say what khora is? Would not such an 

effort immediately contradict khora? Following DerridaÕs ([1993] 1995) line of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Although this is not expressed in PlatoÕs philosophy, it further denotes the importance of 
ÔunknowingÕ, or of other kinds of knowing that are not logical or rational, as discussed by Derrida 
([1993] 1995). 
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thought, it seems that khora points to the impossibility of naming, of language, to an 

aporia of knowledge. 

 

 

The ambiguity of khora as that of ÔspaceÕ 

 

The ambiguity present in PlatoÕs description makes the idea of the receptacle difficult 

to apprehend. This difficulty is evident in the way that scholars have thought about 

the ontology of khora. Although the receptacle is usually connected with spatiality by 

means of the concept of khora, different scholars have distinct, sometimes opposing, 

understandings of the meaning of the word, and this has led some to dismiss the idea 

of it as space. Khora has become the most iconic and identifiable element of PlatoÕs 

description, the term by which the receptacle has come to be known and referenced; it 

has thus become the actual name of the receptacle. The act of naming is of course 

never innocent or flawless: the word has therefore become detached from its original 

meaning, creating a chasm between the word itself, what Plato was trying to refer to 

by means of the word, and its actual meaning. However, this confusion has provided 

fertile ground for the emergence of multiple interpretations which afford fruitful 

material for a reflection on the ontology of space. 

According to Kavanaugh (2007, p. 55), khora came to be ascribed over time to 

six different things: matter; a medium; space; the void or non-being; the ÔobscureÕ; 

and both space and matter. Algra (1994) approaches this disparity in understandings 

by investigating the arguments of different scholars in combination with his own 
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analysis of the Timaeus. In particular, he focuses on three accounts of khora: those 

that see it as a kind of matter, those that see it as space, and those that see it as both. 

By focusing primarily on these approaches, all of which are informed by the 

opposition between matter and space, Algra discusses the difficulties in understanding 

physical space. He believes this separation is actually based upon  

 

...wrongheaded (essentialist) presuppositions concerning the Ôreal natureÕ of space 
and matter, [that have] as a corollary, premature conclusions about the 
incompatibilit y of space and matter as labels of one and the same thing (Algra, 
1994, p. 77) 

 

According to Algra (1994, p. 78), those who say that PlatoÕs receptacle solely 

comprises matter ignore its spatial dimension on the basis that space and matter are 

incompatible, and hence neglect evidence of the spatial terms Plato used to define the 

receptacle Ð hedra and khora. Algra examines two particular arguments holding this 

position in order to reveal the presence of preconceptions about the nature of space 

and matter. The first holds that space is not the receptacleÕs actual nature but one of 

its functions, thus implying a separation between the nature of something, its essence 

and its function. Algra (1994, pp. 78-81) believes this ontological separation cannot 

be found in PlatoÕs description of the receptacle. The second argument is based on the 

notion that matter and space are incompatible because matter is corporeal (Algra, 

1994, pp. 81-83). However, although later observers took for granted the idea that 

matter is corporeal, there is no evidence that this was the case in the Timaeus; the 

definition of matter has varied greatly throughout time and it has not always been 

associated with corporeality (Algra, 1994, p. 82). 
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By contrast, those who identify the receptacle with space dismiss the presence 

of materiality in PlatoÕs metaphors, particularly the expression Ôout-of-whichÕ, which 

can be associated with a material dimension (Algra, 1994, p. 83). Those scholars who 

take their stand on an exclusive association of khora with space perceive the use of 

material metaphors and the expression Ôout-of-whichÕ as an unavoidable result of the 

expressive limitations of PlatoÕs metaphors ( Algra, 1994, p. 85). However, and more 

importantly for the discussion, this position is also based on the idea of the 

incompatibility between matter and space, due to the fact that space is regarded as 

absolute (Algra, 1994, p. 84). However, Algra (1994, p. 84) suggests that if space is 

not seen as an absolute container, and if matter is generally thought of Òas the 

Ôunderlying constituent of physical realityÕ, we may recognize that within different 

physical systems different ÔthingsÕ answer this descriptionÓ, and these ÔthingsÕ could 

also serve as space. 

Algra (1994, p. 89) concludes that if we look at PlatoÕs account of the 

receptacle, without adopting preconceptions about the nature of space and matter, we 

can see that he does not present the receptacle as any one of the mutually exclusive 

notions mentioned above. ÒThe receptacle might be at the same time matter and 

space, though not with respect to the same thingsÓ (Algra, 1994, p. 83). For Algra 

(1994, p. 118), the perspective of the receptacle as matter and the perspective of it as 

space can be combined if the Ôin-whichÕ expression that leads to the position that the 

receptacle as space is associated with immanent forms or qualities, and the Ôout-of-

whichÕ expression that leads to the position that the receptacle as matter is associated 

with phenomenal bodies from the perspective of the type a (extension) of space. 

However, in order to achieve this perspective it is necessary to understand the 

receptacle as if it were the extension of an individual physical body, instead of Òa kind 
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of absolute extension underlying physical change and motionÓ (Algra, 1994, p. 92). 

This would then mean that Plato was presenting a metaphysical theory of space not a 

physical one, and would imply that it is impossible to use this concept to explain the 

motion and location of an object. Cornford concurs with this position, stating:  

 

PlatoÕs Space is not a void which remains completely distinct from particles moving 
in it; it is a Recipient which affords a basis for images reflected in it, as in a mirror Ð a 
comparison that could not be applied to atoms and void. Space is to him the ÔroomÕ or 
place where things are, not intervals or stretches of vacancy where things are not. 
(Cornford, [1997] 2007, p. 200) 

 

However, as Algra (1994, p. 118) shows, Plato did not keep to this 

metaphysical perspective throughout his description of the receptacle. In the Timaeus, 

the receptacle is also seen as a receiver of phenomenal bodies, making the receptacle 

a type c space (a container). Algra (1994, p. 74) explains this incongruence Ð and its 

incompatibility with other conceptualisations of space Ð by the difficulty that Plato 

faced in attempting to Òcope with the problems of space [in his] historical and 

philosophical context É linking them up both with his own metaphysical system and 

with the ordinary usage of spatial terms in his own timeÓ. Algra believes PlatoÕs 

difficulty in attempting to explain the relationship between intelligible Being and 

sensible Becoming through khora were tantamount to the problems he encountered in 

explaining the arche. This explains PlatoÕs description of the receptacle as something 

obscure. Given the incongruence and incompatibility in PlatoÕs descriptions, Algra 

(1994) says it is not possible to present the notion of the receptacle as a coherent 

theory of space. As such, the various positions taken by scholars in relation to the 

receptacle, which are often incompatible, are the result of Òover-charitable 

interpretations, each of them singling out and working out what is in fact only one 
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among several coexisting characterizations applied to the receptacle by Plato 

himselfÓ ( Algra, 1994, p. 72). This has led Kavanaugh (2007, p. 55) to claim that 

Algra avoids giving any kind of definition of or attribution to khora, apart from the 

observation that it is Òdifficult and obscureÓ. 

Nonetheless, and as Algra (1994, p. 99) points out, it is possible to bring the 

two perspectives of the receptacle together as both metaphysical and physical theories 

by dislodging them from the position that the receptacle is considered as Ònothing but 

aggregates of qualities in spaceÓ. Alongside this understanding is KavanaughÕs (2007, 

p. 55) notion of khora as a medium that facilitates the process of transformation. For 

Algra (1994, p. 99), this perspective is distinct from that of the idea of the receptacle 

as both space and matter, and it therefore disregards the way that Plato presents the 

receptacle itself. However, AlgraÕs position is based on a perceived incompatibility 

between metaphysical and physical understandings of space, and the belief that they 

stand for two different things, as if they belonged to two completely separate realms 

without any sort of connection, interaction or dependency. Contrary to this idea, this 

thesis argues for the inseparability of these two realms (see Chapter One) Ð an 

argument that not only welcomes different approaches to khora (such as those of 

Derrida, Kristeva and Ulmer, which are discussed in the second part of this chapter), 

but also opens the way to a different understanding of space. 

If one understands space as having multiple realities and facets, depending on 

the analytical angle we adopt, it can assume all the ÔshapesÕ that the TimaeusÕ 

commentators have unveiled. Thus all of the above approaches to khora can be said to 

be not only valid and correct, but also appropriate to the complexity of the concepts of 

both khora and space. Throughout his reading of the Timaeus, Algra sees the 

metaphors as descriptions of an actual entity, instead of recognising them as a 
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strategy, a way of approaching something without actually making it stand for the 

thing itself. This is the position Kavanaugh and Cornford take: they both see khora as 

part of a conceptual system that Plato constructs in order to approach specific 

ontological and epistemological questions. This view is supported by the fact that the 

metaphors Plato uses follow the logic of progressive abstraction. DerridaÕs 

understanding of the question is close to this position: he sees PlatoÕs khora as a 

rhetorical strategy that he uses to approach something that cannot be approached 

through language, something that is not bound by a physical-metaphysical dichotomy 

Ð that is, to a Òdistinction between the sensible and the intelligible, which is precisely 

what the thought of the khora can no longer get along with Ð a distinctionÓ (Derrida, 

[1993] 1995, p. 92). Instead, Derrida identifies it as Ôan-otherÕ, a third thing (or kind 

or gender). From the point of view of this thesis, the differences between all the above 

positions point to the idea that the ambiguity of khora is not inherent to PlatoÕs 

description, the real difficulty at the heart of the concept Ð as much now as it was then 

Ð is the ontology of space. 

In order to more fully comprehend the ambiguity of khora in its relationship to 

spatiality, it is necessary to look more closely at the word Plato chose to use by 

placing it in the context of ancient Greece. As Algra (1994, p. 4) elucidates, until the 

period of the Hellenistic schools, the ancient Greeks did not have a term exclusively 

denoting space such as we have now, but three concurrent terms: kenon, topos and 

khora. The meaning of each word depended on its context, but they each conveyed 

different aspects of spatiality; the term referring to spatiality as a unified entity was 

therefore absent (Algra, 1994, pp. 22-24). These terms held a provisional signification 

that makes a simple, single translation of them appear preposterous. As such, 

according to Algra (1994), in a text like the Timaeus, we cannot directly translate 
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khora by the term ÔspaceÕ because it can also be thought of as ÔplaceÕ. This difficulty 

is the source of PlatoÕs loose and evasive description of khora as the receptacle. 

However, this begs the question: is this difficulty inherent to ancient Greek Ð that is, 

is it a deficiency of an immature language Ð or does it signify the difficulty of 

grounding spatiality and trying to use language to capture its essence? Be that as it 

may, both then and now (as discussed in Chapter One), the concepts of space and 

place are used in a promiscuous way, with little distinction between them. As such, 

the decision to use either term in a translation is dependent on the context and not on 

an intrinsic and fixed signification (Algra, 1994). If khora can in fact be translated as 

either space or place, it becomes not only exemplary of this promiscuity but also of 

the fact that this difficulty has endured over the centuries, and reveals an essential 

attribute of spatiality and our understanding of it. This thesis observes that the 

apparent non-existence of a specific word for space in ancient Greece, and the 

consequent difficulties that Plato encountered, and contemporary scholars have, over 

what the concept of khora conveys (in its relationship with spatiality) illustrates the 

inaccessibility of space, its unattainability and unutterability. This heightens the 

ontological difficulties of the word ÔspaceÕ, particularly in reference to the 

relationship between physical, ÔrealÕ, material space and abstract, conceptual, 

metaphysical space. 

Despite the fact that khora cannot be directly translated by the word ÔspaceÕ, 

its actual meaning in ancient Greek as country, territory, land, region or location, and 

often more precisely as the outskirts of a city-state Ð the land that lies between the city 

and the countryside (Kavanaugh, 2007; Derrida, [1993] 1995) Ð import a spatial 

dimension into the Timaeus that cannot be disregarded. The more concrete the 

meaning of khora, the more it hurls us back to the question that Socrates puts to his 
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guests at the beginning of the Timaeus regarding the active, concrete realisation of the 

ideal city(-state). According to McEwen (1993, p. 82), khora, as the land between the 

city and the countryside, had a very specific purpose: it provided shelter and 

sanctuary, and a site for rituals and celebrations. It was through these celebrations, out 

of the processional walking that connected the polis to the religious site, that the state 

itself was woven. McEwen (1993) tries to understand how the connections between 

the city, the polis and this space, khora, can realise or are reflections of political order 

and the making of political order. In so doing, what she reveals is the importance of 

the physical location of Athens in the creation (weaving) of the political model it 

followed. As a result, this demonstrates one of the dimensions of space: the 

interconnection of the physical and material realm with the abstract realm. McEwen 

shows that despite space (khora) being immaterial (not corporeal), it is still 

intrinsically connected with the materialities that emerged from the movement 

associated with the religious practices that helped consecrate and form the city-state. 

This dimension of space concurs with KavanaughÕs observation: 

 

Space as chora is not physical/material, but primordial, allowing the sensual realm to 
come-to-be, including its topos, belonging to it as its proper place. The material 
existence is intrinsically conjoined with its place. (Kavanaugh, 2007, pp. 63-64) 

 

Another dimension that McEwen unleashes emerges when Rickert alerts us to 

the fact that in her account 

 

... an instabilit y becomes apparent in the notion of the poli s, suggesting that it is 
always bumping up against the limits or boundary it must exceed. While retaining 
a dependency that it wants to overcome, the movements beyond the city boundary 
proper marks the weaving of the city because they are necessary for the poli s to 
thrive. (Rickert, 2007, p. 255) 
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Thus an understanding of spatiality begins to surface through the notions of ÔlimitÕ 

and ÔboundaryÕ, which arise from movement and are necessary to a city if it is to 

thrive. Questioning limits is not just a matter of questioning the physicality of 

something, but of interrogating the constraints, of whatever kind, that contain what 

can be done, that limit the very act of doing. Therefore the concept of khora itself 

connects, both through its common use in ancient Greece and PlatoÕs displacement of 

it in his philosophical study, the actuality of a city and the abstract conceptualisation 

of the cosmos. The movement that McEwen (1993) identifies between the city and the 

places of worship in the countryside should not be ignored when considering PlatoÕs 

choice of the word khora as a name for the receptacle, as the dynamics and life that 

Plato wants to introduce into the ideal city are but a mirror on a micro level of the 

processes of the arche. Also, it is important to point out that this perspective clarifies 

how the notion of the Ôin-betweenÕ has become embedded in the word khora. More 

precisely, it shows that khora provides a connection between two things (for example, 

between city and countryside), and in so doing, participates in the creation of those 

two things by enabling their constant actualisation. As with its presence within the 

arche, khora is something that, being neither city nor countryside, works alongside 

them in their constitution without directly partaking in it. As Rickert (2007, p. 258) 

says, Òwe could say that the choric city is where invention comes to lifeÓ. The 

nuances that arise from the word itself can then be extended to the discourse, if it is 

understood that Plato is merging an actual place with a potential space, and using it as 

a setting to explore a specific problem. What he is trying to achieve through the use of 

the word ÔkhoraÕ in the Timaeus is precisely this integration of changes, the necessary 

movement of transformation, while keeping things Ð the world Ð balanced and 

ordered. 
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By understanding the interaction between the physical and metaphysical 

dimensions of khora/space it becomes possible to release it from the pressure of its 

own ambiguity, perceived incompatibilities and paradoxical nature. The alleviation 

provided by the merger of the metaphysical and physical dimensions is built on an 

acceptance of this very ambiguity, and is paradoxically a reflection and expression of 

a larger whole (space) that cannot be fully apprehended and can only be approached 

by using multiple perspectives. This positive acceptance means that khora/space can 

be conceived of as possessing a productive role in the process of the creation of order. 

Processes such as these, however, cannot be fully understood in a rational way as 

khora (space) works through a ÔbastardÕ type of reasoning, outside of (but in 

combination with) the intelligible and sensible realms. McEwenÕs intervention in 

particular has enabled the observation of this dimension of space through her analysis 

of the movements between and across the city and the countryside in ancient Greece, 

which made visible the participation of khora/space in the production of the city-

(state). It has also revealed the fact that this visibility is produced through the 

emergence of a type of questioning-through-engagement of notions such as ÔlimitÕ 

and ÔboundaryÕ. The very act of questioning, reflecting on and performing the limits 

and boundaries of something is not only part of the process of understanding a 

physical realm, but also of constructing its ontology, of constructing the thing itself. 

Both these results give rise to the hypothesis that khora possesses another dimension: 

it may be implicated in the processes of creation. These processes, however, do not 

need to be constrained within a conventional framework of the genesis of the world, 

but instead participate in the physical, everyday realm of invention that itself 

constitutes an enacted cosmology, performed by multiple participating agents. This 

represents a ÔbastardÕ ordering of the world. 
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Khora as a Methodological Device 

 

The first part of this chapter has established that the concept of khora is a notion that 

sheds light on the ambiguity of space. Through its intrinsic association with space, it 

not only reveals that space is ambiguous and indeterminate, but also that it may be 

impossible to reach a full understanding of it as a concept because it has manifold 

expressions and multiple facets. Nevertheless, khora/space participates in the enacted 

processes that create order. But even this activity has a sensuous, affective dimension, 

which opens up the possibility of thinking of khora/space as a creative device. This is 

the dimension now discussed in the second part of this chapter. It is in the context of 

this aspect of khora, as an asset for creative production, that the chapter turns to 

Rickert, who brings together the work of Derrida, Kristeva and Ulmer in order to 

discuss the use of khora as a methodological device (which is also an epistemological 

position) in the field of rhetoric. This approach to khora is further analysed through 

the aforementioned collaboration between Derrida and Eisenman.  

In Towards the Chora: Kristeva, Derrida, and Ulmer on Emplaced Invention 

(2007), Rickert argues for a rhetorical model that integrates the contemporary notion 

of mind as both located in the body and dispersed throughout the environment, and 

social and technological systems. This idea, according to Rickert, can be found in 

contemporary discussions of and approaches to the concept of khora by Kristeva, 

Derrida and Ulmer. In their work, khora is seen as something that Òtransforms our 

senses of beginning, creation, and invention by placing them concretely within 

material environments, informational spaces, and affective (or bodily) registers, and 

in the case of Derrida, also by displacing themÓ (Rickert, 2007, p. 252). As such, 
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khora enables a discourse that moves away from discussions based on notions of 

representation and rationality (Rickert, 2007, p. 252), allowing for the understanding 

of the Òemplaced (and displaced), distributed, and bodily character of rhetorical 

activityÓ ( Rickert, 2007, p. 253). Furthermore, Rickert recognises, particularly in 

Derrida and Ulmer, a transformation of the insight that khora provides into rhetorical 

generation and practice. These authors develop inventive strategies that could be 

called ÔkhoraticÕ, in opposition to those of a ÔtopicÕ nature, because agency in such 

strategies is attributed to non-human agents such as language, networks, environments 

and databases ( Rickert, 2007, p. 253). They give khora a methodological purchase. 

According to Rickert (2007, pp. 260-261), KristevaÕs notion of a Ôsemiotic 

choraÕ, a pre-verbal (and pre-natal) realm of meaning-making, Òincludes emotions, 

sensations, and other marks and traces of psychical and material experienceÓ by 

means of which she is able to discuss the creation of signs within a linguistic 

framework. Rickert (2007, p. 261), however, points out that because KristevaÕs 

invention exceeds its subject, language, it is not able to fully account for it as a 

process: how can we argue for the conceptualisation and emplacement of a rhetorical 

(linguistic) process that is itself prior to language? Nevertheless Rickert (2007, pp. 

262-263) argues that what Òchoric invention provides us with is a way to put 

invention itself back into question, not as a metaphysical problem but as an 

inventional problemÓ Ð as long as we do not harbour any preconceptions about what 

invention is. The bodily, performative, emotional, affective and pre-linguistic 

dimension of khora that Kristeva (and McEwen) suggest is then combined with 

DerridaÕs and UlmerÕs perspective of khora as a rhetorical strategy which avoids 

Òreducing invention to ideas, or perhaps more accurately, to understanding 

production and invention exclusively within the principle of representationÓ 
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(Rickert, 2007, p. 264.) This aspect of khora as a practice is therefore a fundamental 

one in the context of this thesis because it makes it possible to access strategies that 

are based on non-representational frameworks. Most importantly, it indicates how 

space itself Ð as khora Ð is an agent of the conceptualisation and emplacement of such 

strategies. 

According to Rickert (2007, p. 264), Derrida understands PlatoÕs khora as a 

type of invention because of its aporetic participation in the intelligible. This enables 

him to create a new discourse through which themes like beginning, naming, placing 

and inventing can be differently Ð khoratically Ð accessed and discussed. One of the 

things that both Derrida (and Sallis) argue is that khora is so deeply linked to the 

construction of the entire argument of PlatoÕs work that it cannot be separated out into 

the individual passages in which it is presented; the very construction of the work is a 

preparation for the necessary emergence of khora (Rickert, 2007, p. 256). 

Understanding the formation of khora through this perspective allows Derrida to 

analyse PlatoÕs use of the concept not simply as an element within his overall 

argument, but as part of the very structure that builds that argument, and as a 

consequence, he is able to consider the Timaeus rhetorically. According to Rickert, 

Derrida believes the rhetorical problematic this raises in the Timaeus is that khora  

 

... functions as a name for a referent the status of which is a matter of uneasy 
oppositions, aporia, and conjecture. Further, the question is complicated by its self-
reflexivity, which gives it a form like that of a snake eating its own tail. In asking 
about the possibility of giving place to something that seems to have no place, he is 
asking about the place of kh!ra, a word that itself refers to place (i.e., Òwhat is the 
place of place?Ó). (Rickert, 2007, p. 264) 
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So the problem emerges of how to put in place a rhetorical strategy that addresses 

something that eludes discourse (Rickert, 2007, p. 265); that is, how to rhetorically 

allow for the emergence of this aporetic discourse when it is not accessible through 

rhetorical strategies. This question leads to the apparently impossible mise-en-abyme 

that, according to Rickert (2007, p. 265), is left in the realm of philosophical enquiry. 

Although Derrida approached variants of this question throughout his life, his analysis 

of PlatoÕs khora points to a way to deal with this problem using the khoratic strategy 

that is put forward throughout the entire Timaeus, but is particularly apparent in 

SocratesÕ withdrawal from the dialogue (Rickert, 2007, pp. 265-266). This is a 

strategy of a continuous and recursive absence of discourse, manifest through the 

withdrawal of the speaker (Rickert, 2007, p. 265). Nonetheless, Rickert (2007, p. 266) 

believes that Derrida is trapped within a philosophical framework that does not allow 

him to fully explore khora as practice. This limitation is more clearly perceived in his 

contribution to a garden in the Parc de la Villette in Paris, which is discussed in more 

detail below. 

The problems that Derrida faces when attempting to put a khoratic rhetorical 

strategy into practice are, according to Rickert (2007, p. 267), more successfully 

addressed in the work of Ulmer. For Ulmer, such a strategy is one that is driven by 

self-reflexivity and allows the combination of information through associations that 

are Òalternatives to the rationalistic methods developed for print cultureÓ (Rickert, 

2007, p. 267). It is a strategy that is based not only on logic, but also on experiential 

and intuitive processes (Rickert, 2007, p. 268) Ð a mise-en-abyme creation, in which 

the thing that is being created is used to create itself. As such, Rickert (2007, p. 270) 

concludes, UlmerÕs work carries a positive tone: ÒWhat the chora allows Ulmer to 

do is theorize and practice how this seeming inconsistency or paradox is actually 
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productive.Ó In this thesis, this recursive process is seen as a necessarily spatial one, 

because it argues for the spatial nature of khora (see above). This opens the way for 

the exploration of a positive and productive framework, which will allow the 

conceptualisation of a strategy by which space can be used to investigate and 

construct itself.  

However, what is also clear is that Rickert does not fully take into 

consideration the spatial dimension of khora: space is restricted to an analogy that is 

used to develop the novel rhetorical strategy and is therefore viewed simply as a 

means for re-conceptualisation, limiting the strategyÕs spatial implications to an 

abstract, conceptual dimension. As a consequence, and due to the inherent linguistic 

nature of rhetoric, khora is not fully conceptualised as a spatial device, but is instead 

understood as a linguistic one. The concept of khora as space is thus limited, 

constricted and trapped within the linguistic domain. This is particularly evident when 

we attempt to relocate the khoratic rhetorical strategy to other realms, such art and 

architecture, which require a materialisation that is not based on linguistic strategies. 

This failure is especially noticeable in DerridaÕs and EisenmanÕs collaboration for the 

Parc de la Villette. 

 

 

Chora L Works: the impossibility of materialisation 

 

In 1985 Bernard Tschumi, a renowned architect, invited philosopher Jacques Derrida 

and architect Peter Eisenman to collaborate on the design of a public garden for his 
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Parc de la Villette project in Paris.  A dialogue between the two ensued that was 

triggered by the diametrical relationship between presence and absence in EisenmanÕs 

work, and on a broader spectrum, within architectural discourse. Derrida brought to 

the discussion an ÔoddÕ Platonic concept he was working on: khora. According to 

Derrida (Kipnis and Leeser, 1997), this concept was particularly appropriate for the 

project because it seemed to reflect EisenmanÕs own architectural concerns. It thus 

became the projectÕs theoretical program. In DerridaÕs (cited in Kipnis and Leeser, 

1997, p.12) words, khora Òis a space that cannot be represented, so it is a challenge to 

anything solid, to architecture as something builtÓ. Hence, the project was infused 

with the idea of exploring this architectural challenge.  

The project was never built, but there remains a register of the process in the 

form of a book, Chora L Works (1997). The discussions, drawings and texts included 

in the work reveal the strain of the challenge Ð how to materialise something that 

cannot be represented. In the Parc de la Villette, this challenge was approached 

specifically through the concept of khora, and the strain was transferred to the 

question of how to render khora physical, how to materialise such an ambiguous 

entity: the project was specifically intended as an exercise in manifesting the concept 

of khora in a garden. However, throughout the discussions, and despite khoraÕs 

emergence as something that cannot be represented, its essential unrepresentability 

was never associated with space. Khora remained an entity with its own 

characteristics, and these characteristics were never perceived to be spatial ones. If 

they had been, then the problem that Derrida and Eisenman faced would have been 

transformed into a question of how to materialise space in architectural practice. 

Nevertheless, the discussions did bring to the surface the problems involved in putting 

space into practice, of actualising space. In order to grasp this concept and transform 
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it into a workable subject, Chora L Works initiated a deconstructive process that 

would help to forward the tangible associations.  

The foundations of the project, visible in the images and the text, reveal that 

Derrida and Eisenman applied two strategies to the process of materialisation. The 

first approach was to work through a particular idea that Derrida identified in the 

rhetorical strategy Plato used to present khora in the Timaeus: that of multiple 

beginnings. This approach not only addressed PlatoÕs strategy for dealing structurally 

with the concept of khora  Ð enacting and presenting the concept using multiple 

resources and different dimensions Ð but it also illustrated the absent or transitory 

nature of khora. The notion of multiple beginnings was explored in different instances 

in the project. 

As Kipnis and Leeser (1997) note, TschumiÕs Parc de la Villette was from the 

start reminiscent of an earlier Eisenman project for the Cannaregio district in Venice, 

particularly in its use of similar orthogonal grids. Despite pre-dating the Parc de la 

Villette, the Carnnaregio was manifestly similar to TschumiÕs project, triggering the 

subversion of beginnings. This coincidence, as well as the fact that the garden was to 

be built on the site of a demolished abattoir (just as EisenmanÕs project for the 

Cannaregio was), led to the plan of forming an archaeology of the different edifices, 

enforcing ideas of displacement and misreading, and subverting ideas of authorship, 

chronology and space, creating a palimpsest (ibid.). This was consequently adopted as 

a working method, scaling and superimposing the different grids, which were 

explored and combined according to coincidences in the density of the grids, their 

elements and main axes. This created a partially real, partially fictional story of the 

two projects and the two abattoirs. This first approach was therefore formally worked 

through by playing with the grids of the two projects. The concept of beginnings was 
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explored through comparisons, replacements, simplifications, sub-sets, expansions Ð 

or more succinctly Ð through replacing one concept with another.  

 

Figure d Ð Sketch diagram of two Cannaregio grids, one five times larger than the other 

 

Figure e Ð Sketch of  site plan showing the  angular relationship between La Villette and 
Cannaregio grids 
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Figure f Ð A+U drawings 

 

The second approach that Derrida and Eisenman adopted in order to convey 

and materialise khora was the direct use of the metaphors Plato employed to describe 

khora in the Timaeus. In dealing with such an ungraspable concept, the project drew 

from the material side of these metaphors in order to fix khora as something concrete. 

This was done either through further metaphorical construction or by using the 

metaphorÕs symbolic elements. In this way, they constructed a semiotic fabric through 

which to materialise the concept in the form of a garden.  

For example, the idea of using water in the garden, conveying ideas of erasure 

and transience through shadows and reflections (Kipnis and Leeser, 1997, p. 34), 

originated in PlatoÕs idea of an Ôimprint bearerÕ, which retains nothing of what it 

holds. However, the plan to use water was abandoned and the presence of the 

impermanent nature of khora was to be manifest instead in the conceptual movement 

of stones between the three places that made the garden. The stones taken from the 

quarry (the first place) were to be left in the labyrinth (the third place), informing its 

nature, while leaving a trace of their passage in the palimpsest of the park (the second 

!
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Figure has been removed due to Copyright restrictions 
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place) (ibid., p. 46). This idea is present in the parallelepipedic forms that at times 

would either raise or open holes in the ground, giving form to grids of these different 

times and places (ibid.). Also, each of the three places would formally carry the 

absence of the other two, creating a memory of absences, thus allowing the visitor the 

possibility of anticipation (ibid.). But the physical danger posed by the holes had to be 

overcome at the same time as avoiding any contradiction with the manifestation of 

khora Ð forbidding access to the area where the holes were would transform that part 

of the garden into an object (ibid., pp. 90-92). The solution Derrida and Eisenman 

found was to deny surface access but to allow penetration from underneath. This 

option would make this part of the garden, as Jeffrey Kipnis (ibid., p. 92) says, Òthe 

negative of itself in itself É Ô[i]tÕ is neither the positive nor the negative, yet at the 

same time bothÓ. The project was finalised with the introduction of a last metaphor, 

the lyre, an element that emerged from the logic of the project and which 

simultaneously referred to khora in two ways: first through its sieve-like appearance, 

and secondly by its reference to music/sound (ibid.). 

These were the strategies the project followed in the attempt to make the 

concept of khora tangible and workable. This thesis argues, however, that they relied 

on the creation of a scheme of linguistic representation: the materialisation of the 

garden was conceived through a strategy of translations. The reliance on language can 

be seen in both approaches to the challenge of materialising khora. The first tackled 

the problem through adopting the rhetorical approach of the Timaeus, building on the 

idea of a lack of authorship and translating this into practice through the interplay 

between the two projects. The second approached the problem through the direct use 

of metaphors, not only adopting PlatoÕs metaphors but also using his strategy to 

inform the whole project Ð that is, by conceiving metaphors as tropes that can be 
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represented and materialised. However, a semiotic structure is a profoundly 

inadequate basis for artistic practice because it does not directly confront the physical 

and material forces behind a project (in this case, khora) through experience. The 

project was driven by acts of translation rather than the enaction of khora. In other 

words, it rationalised khora through discussions based on the representation of the 

concept instead of letting it emerge through the active and experiential process of 

artistic creation, which is not limited to logical, rational and linguistic processes but is 

also guided by unmediated affective, sensory, emotional and experiential acts; a 

process of confrontation with matter and physical forces. In this project, the artistic 

act was not guided by a deep, active engagement with its driving forces, but 

comprised only detached, intellectual work. It was based on the ontology of 

architecture, in which elements are either in consonance or in contrast with each 

other, constructing a materialisation through the conscious displacement of 

materialities by a scheme of symbols.  

Derrida and EisenmanÕs approach comprised, to some degree, the application 

of theory to practice. This was in tune with the theoretical position in art history and 

theory in which works of art are understood according to their socio-historical 

meaning. However, as Paul Crowther (2009, p. 12) says in Phenomenology of the 

Visual Arts (Even the Frame), such reductionist approaches to art, informed in the 

main by poststructuralism and based on an understanding that meaning in the visual 

arts arises solely from the socio-historical context in which the work of art is created 

and received, reduce it to Òits informational content and persuasive effects, and to the 

social and other circumstantial elements which enable theseÓ. Crowther (2009, p. 13) 

associates this reductionism with another, a Ôsemiotic reductionismÕ Ð that is, the 

understanding of a work of art based on linguistic models, in which the work is seen 
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as a text and read as such, without any discussion on what separates these mediums of 

artistic expression. Both these reductive approaches dismiss, in CrowtherÕs (2009, p. 

11) words, Òthe imageÕs intrinsic significanceÓ or the materialities of the work of art; 

they negate an engagement with its experiential and affective dimension: 

 

[In] the very act of creating an image (irrespectively of oneÕs practical intentions and 
subsequent uses of the image) one literally acts upon the world, and in so doing, 
changes oneÕs cognitive relation to both the represented object and to oneself, and to 
existence in more general terms. (Crowther, 2009, p. 18)  

 

What Crowther identifies here is the persistence of a way of thinking that sees 

art works as representations that do not have a direct relationship with what is 

represented or with the world itself, and thus do not have agency in the world.  

Crowther believes that this representational position is related to a reliance on 

language. It is this relationship between representation and language Ð as an 

epistemological and ontological position Ð that this thesis argues underpinned the 

creation of the Parc de la Villette project by Derrida and Eisenman, not only guiding 

their approach, as seen above, but also imbuing how they conceived of and discussed 

the project. This position, based on the association between representation and 

language, can be seen in DerridaÕs descriptions of the project in his essay ÔWhy Peter 

Eisenman Writes Such Good BooksÕ (Derrida in Leach (ed), 2005). In his description 

everything turns the play of words: how they resemble one another; how they are 

multiply referential; how they become one another. This representational character is 

also seen in DerridaÕs description of EisenmanÕs working process, where he speaks of 

translation, transference and the transformation of motifs. The relevance given to 

words has its highest expression in the enthusiasm with which Derrida speaks of the 

title for the project: Chora L Works, which refers to the workings of khora: 
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 [T]he structure of our titl e obeys the same law, it has the same form of 
potentiality, the same power: the dynamics of an immanent invention. Everything is found 
inside but it is almost unforeseeable. (Derrida in Leach (ed), 2005, pp. 321-322) 

 

This position is further embedded when Derrida is called upon to act. At that moment 

he sees the challenge as if it were a written piece without words (ibid.), which is 

converted into the play of words and the formal resemblances between the idea of a 

sieve, one of PlatoÕs metaphors for khora (discussed above), and that of a web, a grill, 

a grid, or a stringed musical instrument (piano, harp, lyre or human vocal cords), 

referring back to the name of the project, Chora L.  

The reliance on words and linguistic structures is also present in EisenmanÕs 

working processes, as Derrida explains: 

 

So what does Eisenman do? He interprets in his turn, actively and selectively. He 
translates, transposes, transforms and appropriates my letter, rewriting it in his 
language, in his languages É  Among all the stringed instruments evoked in my 
letter (piano, harp, lyre) he chooses one, whose play he reinvents in his own 
language, English. And in inventing another architectural device, he transcribes 
this li nguistic reinvention, one which is his, his own. (Derrida in Leach (ed), 2005, 
pp. 324-325) 

 

And again:  

 

Among errors, Eros and arrows, the transformation is endless, and the 
contamination at once inevitable and aleatory. None of EisenmanÕs three projects 
presides at the meeting. They intersect li ke arrows, making a generative force out 
of misreadings, mis-spelli ngs, mispronunciations, a force which speaks of pleasure 
at the same time as procuring it. (Derrida in Leach (ed), 2005, p. 326) 

 

The relationship between language and representation is one that extends 

beyond the domain of the arts and has led to a contemporary movement that not only 
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denounces this hegemonic relationship but also, primarily, attempts to rethink the 

notions of materiality and reality. This movement, called Agential Realism, argues for 

a model of discursive practices that is not representational but performative, 

acknowledging the dynamism and agency of matter. One of the driving forces behind 

this movement is Karen Barad. In Meeting the Universe Halfway (2007), where Barad 

presents her position, she recognises and discusses the presence and implications of 

the association between representation and language, stating that Òlanguage has been 

granted too much powerÓ: 

 

The linguistic turn, the semiotic turn, the interpretative turn, the cultural turn: it 
seems that every turn lately, every ÔthingÕ Ð even materiality  Ð is turned into matter 
of language or some other cultural representation. (Barad, 2007, p. 132) 

 

Barad (2007, p. 97) traces the relationship between language and 

representation back to the seventeenth century Ð as does Foucault in the Order of 

Things ([1966] 2002) Ð when the notion that there is a reality independent of our 

experience of it, a separation between object and subject, world and Man, came to be 

supported by the idea that Òlanguage is a transparent medium that transmits a 

homologous picture of reality to the knowing mindÓ. This had its counterpart in 

scientific theories, which believed that observation produced a faithful rendering of 

the world (as discussed in the first chapter). The association between representation 

and language consequently led to the position that language mirrors reality and, as 

such, is an uncorrupted way of accessing the world, of representing it. 

However, during the 20th century, as Barad (2007, pp. 194-195) highlights, 

this position came under scrutiny in the humanities, giving rise to a movement that 

came to be known as the Ôlinguistic turnÕ, which questioned the possibility of 
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achieving knowledge about the world. It contended that language as such does not 

provide access to reality but, rather, to the human subject and the representations they 

create. Representations therefore become entities that are independent of the world 

and those things within it that can be known; language, in creating representations, 

becomes a mediating element between the subject and the world, providing models 

and structures through which to explain meaning and representation. However, this 

position also leads to the maintenance of the relationship between language and 

representation, as language provides the only means of understanding the 

representations it has created. Thus, although the linguistic turn questioned the notion 

of a direct relationship between the world and language, in discussing the relationship 

between the human subject and language, and the way our understanding of the world 

is shaped, it ended up reinforcing the presence of the relationship between language 

and representation in Western thought, while also making the notion of direct 

interaction with the world implausible.17 

Tilottama Rajan, in Deconstruction and the Remainders of Phenomenology 

(2002), subscribes to the same understanding of the persistence of the relationship 

between language and representation. Rajan describes the early French 

deconstructivism (of the 1960s) as a theoretical point between the advent of 

phenomenology and poststructuralism. In this discussion Rajan identifies 

poststructuralism with a return to Sausurre and linguistic models in philosophy. 

However, in contrast to poststructuralism, Rajan (2002, p. xiv) sees the emergence of 

early deconstructivism Òas a continuation of the phenomenological project in a period 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 This does not mean however that there are not other understandings of language, ones in which 
language is observed through its affective dimensions, as for instance in Fredric JamesonÕs The 
Antinomies of Realism (2013). However, their existence only highlights the persistence of the 
representational position based on language, which still has a major influence in the creation of art and 
in art theory. 
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when philosophy in France was increasingly threatened by the human sciences as 

renewed and reconceived by structuralismÓ. As a continuation of phenomenology, 

deconstructivism separates itself from poststructuralism and is dismissive of a 

philosophy Òconcerned with consciousness, perception, and being [in order to move 

to] a discourse centered on representation and the signÓ (Rajan, 2002, p. xi). Given 

this understanding of deconstruction (an approach that was closely identified with 

Derrida), Derrida appears to be in conflict with himself, or at least with his 

phenomenological side, in his intervention with Eisenman in the Parc de la Villette 

project; he seems to have been unable to step outside language and into the realm of 

matter and materialisation.  

Although he recognises that Eisenman works with a different kind of 

language, one beyond speech, Derrida still refers to it as ÔlanguageÕ, and although he 

discusses EisenmanÕs work from the perspective of a collaborative process, Derrida 

still talks about it linguistically, from a personal point of view, from his own given 

background, context and comfort zone. But is it not the case that such a perspective 

limited Derrida? Further, did not such a perspective also limit EisenmanÕs approach to 

the project? And has not such a strategy deeply influenced and determined all artistic 

discourse and practice? 

It is therefore not surprising that friction emerged between Derrida and 

Eisenamn as the project ran its course, which resulted in it being left unfinished and 

led to a profound scission between the two men. Their discussions make evident the 

tensions between language and materiality, and between the distinct understandings of 

deconstruction from the perspective of each otherÕs disciplinary position. To some 

degree, this tension made visible the incompatibility of approaching art as translation, 

as a linguistic process, and of using its representational characteristics in the 
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expectation of materialising a concept that cannot be represented. Derrida expressed 

his disappointment and frustration in a letter to Eisenman: 

 

Naturally this question concerns also your interpretation of chora [sic] in ÔourÕ 
ÔworkÕ, if one can say in quotations our work Ôin commonÕ, I am not sure that you 
have detheologized and deontologized chora in as radical a way as I would have 
wished (chora is neither the void, as you suggest sometimes, nor absence, nor 
invisibilit y, nor certainly the contrary from which there are, and this is what 
interests me, a large number of consequences). (Derrida, 1990, p. 8) 

 

Derrida directs this dissatisfaction toward EisenmanÕs (and architectural 

theoryÕs) understanding of deconstruction, or what he means by the term. The friction 

between the two men thus arose out of the distance between their two practices and 

the misunderstanding and lack of knowledge of each otherÕs activity Ð even (or 

precisely) when both were seemingly addressing the same themes and rhetorical 

frameworks. 

Eisenman had to fight the materiality of architecture, because it required a 

different interplay or interaction between its elements: architecture, in the final 

analysis, does not exist in the same realm as language. In Post/El Cards: a Reply to 

Jacques Derrida (1990), Eisenman writes about the impossibility, or rather absurdity, 

of translation as a process of architectural materialisation. The absurdity, however, 

does not lie in the impossibility of the material(s) or, rather, it goes beyond it into the 

very ontology of creation: 

 

[Y] ou glaze over the fact that your conceptual play with the multifaceted term glas 
is not simply translatable into architectural glass. One understands that the 
assumption of the identity of the material glass and your ideas of glas, in their 
superficial resemblance of letters, is precisely the concern of literary 
deconstruction; but this becomes a problem when one turns to the event of 
building. (Eisenman, 1990, p. 15) 
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Eisenman then continues by revealing the impossibility of employing a linguistic 

strategy in a framework of physical materialisation: 

 

Yes, I am preoccupied by absence, but not in terms of this simple 
presence/absence dialectic, as you might think. For me as an architect, each 
concept, as well as each object, has all that it is not inscribed within it as traces. I 
am preoccupied with absence, not voids or glass, because architecture, unli ke 
language, is dominated by presence, by the real existence of the signified. 
Architecture requires one to detach the signified not only from its signifier but also 
from its condition as presence. For example, a hole in a plane, or a vertical 
element, must be detached not only from its signifier Ð a window or a column Ð 
but also from its condition of presence Ð that is, as a sign of the possibilit y of li ght 
and air or of structure Ð without, at the same time, causing the room to be dark or 
the building to fall down. This is not the case in language where you and I can 
play with glas and post, gaze and glaze, precisely because of the traditional 
dialectic of presence and absence. (Eisenman, 1990, p. 15) 

 

As such, Eisenman uses DerridaÕs provocation with the term ÔglassÕ to expose 

the difference between language and architecture. While language can play with the 

terms transparency/opacity, for example, turning one into another, architecture cannot 

play in the same way (Eisenman, 1990, p. 16). In order to distinguish linguistic from 

architectural deconstruction, Eisenman states that while language can rely on 

dialectics, a two-way system, architecture needs a three-way system in order to be 

deconstructive (ibid.). He calls this third way in architecture ÔpresentnessÕ, which he 

describes as: 

 

É neither absence nor presence, form nor function, neither the particular use of a 
sign nor the crude existence of reality, but rather an excessive condition between 
sign and the Heideggerian notion of being: the formation and ordering of the 
discursive event that is architecture. (Eisenman, 1990, p. 16) 

 

The dispute between Derrida and Eisenman in relation to deconstructivism is 

discussed by John Macarthur in Experiencing Absence: Eisenman and Derrida, 
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Benjamin and Schwitters (1993). In describing deconstructive architecture as being 

about the Ôpleasures of absenceÕ, Macarthur argues that this has become reduced to a 

simple formalisation of absence and the materialisation of experience. In criticising 

architectural deconstructivism, he is particularly referring to the goal of building the 

Ôpalpable experienceÕ of the absence of the human subject (ibid., p. 103). Macarthur 

(ibid., p. 104) says that, for Eisenman, deconstructivism meant the building of 

emptiness: that is, only when we become indifferent towards the dichotomies that 

have informed architecture, Òcan [we] begin an exploration of the ÔbetweenÕ of these 

categoriesÓ. At the core of his critique of Eisenman is the idea of experience, which 

Macarthur (ibid.) believes is not fully realised in EisenmanÕs architecture: 

ÒExperience is demonstrably reduced, and ÒtheoryÓ elevated to the category of an 

object of experience.Ó For Macarthur, when experience or the construction of an 

experience through the use of architectural dichotomies is completely ruled out, then 

architecture stops being intelligible to those experiencing it. 

Macarthur highlights the discrepancies between Derrida and Eisenman, 

alerting us to the fact that although Derrida speaks of absences, the absences he refers 

to point towards the fact that what are perceived as opposing terms in fact comprise 

two connected paths to one and the same thing. It is necessary to have multiple, or 

even distant, ways of accessing the same thing due to the surplus that each 

oppositional term constructs around itself (ibid., p. 102). Therefore presence and 

absence are not merely opposing concepts in which the deficit of one highlights the 

presence of the other, but the pair in fact address the same thing, and the existence of 

the two terms is but a by-product of our inability to express or attain that single thing 

at the same time as recognising each termsÕ individual autonomy and power. Using 

this particular understanding of Derrida, Macarthur (1993) argues for a non-separation 
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of thought and experience, criticising deconstructivism in architecture for only caring 

about one side of the opposition instead of accepting both opposing sides as necessary 

parts of the same thing. 

As such, despite the importance of language within deconstructivism, the 

thesis argues that linguist models and strategies should not have guided the project, 

because on the one hand they reduce artistic creation and theory to semiotics, negating 

the experiential and affective dimensions of artistic practices and theories, and on the 

other, they dismiss the discussion of matter. This is because underlying the use of 

linguistic models is the idea that materiality/matter has no agency or historicity Ð it is 

passive, inert and subject to human agency (Barad, 2007, p. 132), and thus belongs to 

an independent, separate realm of reality which human beings can only discover or 

access in representational form through the mediation of language.  

In order to overcome this representational epistemology, Barad (2007, p. 49) 

suggests a performative epistemology, in which knowledge emerges through a Òdirect 

material engagement with the worldÓ. Barad observes that, in contrast to 

representation, performativity is a belief that places human beings not outside and/or 

above the world but inside it, as part of the world in which human beings exist 

through practices of engagement. Neither language nor observation or theory exist 

independently of this world. Therefore, ÒÉperformativity is precisely a contestation 

of the excessive power granted to language to determine what is realÓ (Barad, 2007, p. 

133). This position is consonant with IngoldÕs, discussed in Chapter One, and his 

notion of the meshwork. 

In the context of CrowtherÕs critique of the reductionist understanding of art, 

BaradÕs discussion of language, materiality and representation, and RajanÕs insights 
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into deconstruction and poststructuralism, and given the descriptions of the creative 

process behind DerridaÕs and EisenmanÕs project for the Parc de la Villette, this thesis 

suggests that the project was approached through the perspective of how to speak of 

khora, rather than how to experience it and its affective dimensions. This raises the 

question of the materiality of khora (space). Through the linguistic strategies used in 

the project and the support of a ÔreductiveÕ semiotic art theory, khora came to be 

represented through language. What is meant by the notion in this context is that 1) 

when a work of art is either understood or created (as in the case of the Parc de la 

Villette) with an underlying representational theory supporting the idea that language 

is a mediating element between the world and human beings, or between experience 

and reality (even if this mediating element is recognised as far from free of failure), it 

results in the embedding of the reduction of what the work of art is or can be, negating 

its active and direct intervention in the world, its agency; and 2) when a semiotic 

strategy is applied to the creation of a work of art, even to a practice, they are equally 

deprived of their experiential and affective dimensions and only come to exist or be 

understood through language.  

This has profound implications for a discussion of khora (space). It brings to 

the fore the idea that khora needs to be represented in order to be known and that 

language provides the best (if not the only) way to represent it. However, this idea has 

a profound dissonance with khora, as well as space, as these are concepts that escape 

representation Ð an idea that also supported, and was of the utmost importance for, 

DerridaÕs theory of deconstruction.  

EisenmanÕs and DerridaÕs project for the Parc de la Villette, and their 

consequent discussions during and after the project, highlight not only the difficulty 

of bridging different disciplinary discourses, but also 1) the problem of relying on 
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linguistic practices in artistic processes of materialisation and 2) how this reliance 

reinforces the persistence of a representational model, particularly when ambiguous 

and fugitive concepts like khora and space are at issue. As such, this thesis argues that 

a performative, enactive, epistemological and ontological model Ð instead of a 

representational one Ð is vital for a discussion of the ontology and productivity of 

space (khora), particularly when such productivity is approached and achieved 

through an artistic perspective (as in the second part of the thesis). To materialise does 

not equate to representing, as the process of engagement, interaction and mutual 

formation of human beings and things can be generatively materialised. This, 

however, does not imply that experience(s) can be constructed, only that a different 

ontology of matter might be necessary. In terms of this thesis, such an epistemological 

move could be fundamental to considering the ontology of ambiguous, even 

impossible concepts like khora and space. However, as Rickert points out so lucidly, 

it is difficult to escape DerridaÕs problematic of realising the impossible: 

 

Derrida as a philosopher is certainly interested in beginnings, creation, and 
invention, but he confronts a limit with productive arts such as rhetoric and 
architecture. In part, this is because he is interested in inventing the impossible. 
The chora for Derrida is precisely such an impossibilit y, and the confli cts that 
emerge with Eisenman stem from DerridaÕs attempt to realize this impossibilit y 
leavened with an intuition that it cannot be realized Ð that it remains impossible. 
DerridaÕs chora inhabits an impossible place, one that governs, in a manner nearly 
meta-metaphysical. (Rickert, 2007, p. 266) 

 

Is the realisation of space therefore an impossibility? We are constantly 

confronted by this question concerning the impossibility of accessing space or its 

materiality, and the impossibility of presenting khora. This problem will be 

specifically discussed in Chapter Three. 
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Conclusion 

 

The analysis of khora has allowed us to find a locus from which to deepen the 

discussion in Chapter One (concerning the ambiguity and the lack of a unified 

understanding of the concept of space) and to tackle the difficulty of its ontology. The 

extent of this difficulty is evident in the arduous task scholars recognise that Plato 

faced in his attempt to account for the concept of khora, illustrated by his evasive 

descriptions of it. It is also evident in the way contemporary approaches to the 

concept are enveloped in confusion, evincing conflicting ideas about, and distinct and 

sometimes opposing positions on, its meaning Ð which at times lead to the dismissal 

of the very idea of khora as space. However, this thesis argues that this is due to the 

difficulty of understanding space itself and not something that is only characteristic of 

khora. Indeed, the analysis of khora reveals the panoply of understandings of space. 

Therefore, instead of defining space through a single position, it is more productive to 

assume that all conceptualisations of space are related. In this respect, contrary to 

AlgraÕs argument, if khora is conceived of as a coherent approach to space, space in 

turn can be analysed not only through multiple positions but, more importantly, all 

these positions represent potentially different dimensions and expressions (or facets) 

of the same phenomenon Ð which, however, remains unidentifiable as a single entity. 

Furthermore, the study of khora reveals the possibility that the concept of space, 

despite the many different approaches towards and understandings of it, might at 

some level of its constitution carry traces of all these understandings; that is, space 

might not only have an historical, contingent and provisional dimension, but also a 

primordial one. 
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Also, in relation to the ontology of space, the analysis of khora reveals the 

persistence into contemporary times of the idea of the separation and incompatibility 

between the physical and metaphysical realms as far as the conceptualisation of space 

is concerned (as discussed in the first chapter). However, through the work of 

contemporary scholars and their use of the notion of khora it is possible to realise 

ways in which these two dimensions come together. McEwen, Kristeva and 

Kananaugh overcome the division by acknowledging the presence Ð and importance Ð 

of the physical, ÔrealÕ, everyday realm alongside a primordial and sensuous one in the 

performative and changing process of order-making. Also, in the context of the 

separation between the physical and metaphysical dimensions of space, it is important 

to highlight how, through PlatoÕs description of khora and the work of Derrida, khora 

emerges as something ÔotherÕ Ð a third element. This disrupts binary logic, and even 

the very construction of knowledge itself, with its persistence in distinguishing 

between mythos and logos, between the sensible and the intelligible. Due to the 

intrinsic relationship between khora and space, these contemporary discussions of and 

attitudes to khora can thus be situated in a discussion about space itself, opening up 

the notion that space is something that is not only ambiguous and not fully attainable, 

but also productive precisely because of its unattainability. It channels the desire to 

approach the unknown (while keeping it ambiguous and unreachable) through a 

sensuous, affective dimension that is produced out of the processes of transformation 

and change between the physical and metaphysical realms. 

The productivity of space is first perceived in the work of Plato, who used the 

concept of khora to facilitate his discussion on the arche (the origin of the world) and 

the interactive process of generation between forms and instances, Being and 

Becoming, the sensible and the intelligible, in the framework of an indeterminate 
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genesis without beginnings. Khora plays a hierarchically equal role in this process, 

alongside Being and Becoming, by enabling this process of transformation. However, 

in a second instance, placing khora within a discussion about beginnings means it 

emerges as something that is constantly falling into itself, DerridaÕs mise-en-abyme. If 

Brague observes that the sky has become the locus of the unknown (as noted earlier), 

in PlatoÕs cosmological work the sky is transformed into khora (space) through the 

creation of an ambiguous ÔbastardÕ element in the arche. Space becomes the locus 

(locos) of the unknown. Khora thus becomes not only a means to discuss beginnings, 

or the lack of beginnings recognised by contemporary scholars, but also a discussion 

about the unknown, or how to approach the unknowable (space). Nonetheless, instead 

of making khora Ð and space Ð expendable and sterile, this perspective has led to its 

emergence as a productive concept in contemporary discourses on methodologies and 

approaches to knowledge, particularly as a creative strategy in rhetorical frameworks. 

The discussions on khora as a rhetorical strategy have opened a way to read 

the discussions in the first part of the chapter as providing the foundational elements 

needed to think of space productively. However, situating khora, and space, within a 

language-oriented discourse and framework denies the experiential, physical, ÔrealÕ, 

everyday dimension of space as well as its sensuous, affective dimension, and this not 

only diminishes the potential of space as a methodological tool, but also the very 

conception of space itself. This thesis argues, therefore, that if the experiential, 

sensuous and affective dimensions are taken into consideration, this can allow a 

different take on space as a methodological device, achieving a novel epistemological 

impact. Despite the fact that Derrida and Eisenman never acknowledged khora as 

space throughout their collaboration on the Parc de la Villette garden, the project itself 

reveals important findings in the context of accessing space and conceiving of it as a 
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methodological device. In using khora as the projectÕs theme, Derrida and Eisenman 

set themselves the challenge of materialising an ambiguous and evasive concept. The 

failure of the project indicates the difficulty, if not impossibility, of such a task. This 

might have to do with the methodology they used, particularly its reliance on 

linguistic strategies, which, instead of liberating the project, constrained it in a 

representational practice, thus revealing that such a methodology is profoundly 

inadequate for the task of undertaking an in-depth discussion on khora or space. 

Thus the second part of the chapter has revealed that while there is a positive 

possibility of thinking of space as a methodological device (as seen in the work of 

Rickert), it also emerges Ð at a certain level Ð as impossible. Is then the only way to 

materialise space through the possibility that exists in the attempt (as Rickert declares) 

but which can never be fully actualised? This seems to be the case, especially if the 

challenge is taken literally, as it very easily falls into linguistic processes of 

representation. This thesis argues that if a different approach is adopted, using artistic 

practice to investigate space and its productivity, it might be possible to reach a 

different result. This would involve a shift in epistemological models, from language-

based meaning-making to the exploration of both the experiential, physical, ÔrealÕ, 

everyday dimension of space and its sensuous, affective dimension. However, it might 

be the case that to access space (or to address it) it is necessary to constantly avoid it, 

to make a detour around it, to construct a ÔcorralÕ, a mise-en-abyme or a ÔbastardÕ kind 

of order Ð as with PlatoÕs enaction of khora in the Timaeus. 

In addition, through partaking in the constitution of the cosmos Ð of the arche 

Ð khora becomes inevitably cosmological, an element in the creation of the order of 

the world. This dimension (when used in combination with a productive 

methodological framework, which particularly addresses the absence of an origin or a 
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beginning, and a recursive and ÔbastardÕ epistemology that defies binary logic) 

provides the thesis with a framework through which to approach space as a 

methodologically productive device in the conceptualisation of ÔbastardÕ performative 

systems of order. Despite its ontological indeterminacy, khora presents itself as a 

potentiality Ð the potentiality of transformation, of moving between different realms 

or dimensions Ð and while doing so it transforms whatever it comes into contact with, 

all that it brings together from multiple realms and which it transforms. As such, 

khora as space is not itself a structure, a matrix, but a concept that allows the act of 

constituting and experiencing order. Hence, the analysis of khora has opened a path to 

an ontological discussion of space through its interplay with structures that are 

enacted materialisations of performed, experiential archaeological genealogies (or 

formations) of order-making that are yet without an origin or beginning18. 

  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 This discussion is undertaken in the second part of this thesis 
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Chapter Three 

The Past as an Analogy of Space: Unveiling Strategies on How to 

Approach Ambiguous Entities 

 

The first two chapters of this thesis have approached the discussion of the ontology of 

space directly. First, they considered contemporary concepts of space and revealed 

their underlying problematic: space has an ontology that is intrinsically ambiguous, 

evasive and indeterminate, defying representation. Secondly, they explored the notion 

of khora, a specific understanding of space that embraces its ambiguity, 

unrepresentability, unknowability, and even impossibility. In the process they 

revealed that, despite its ambiguity, space can be understood positively: it has 

productive potential. By building on these discussions, Chapter Three brings the two 

previous chapters into a single framework Ð that of a methodological discussion on 

how to research ontologically ambiguous entities by displacing the problematic of 

space to the past; thus informing a corral around space (idea presented in the 

introduction). 

The first chapter revealed the importance of the notion of structure for 

discussions on space and, in relation to this notion, how non-linear and non-

representational frameworks are fundamental to the constitution of open and dynamic 

structures that can be used in research practices. The second chapter, concerning the 

unattainability and unknowability of space, revealed both the importance of the 

presence of space in discussions about the possibility of genesis without a determined, 

single origin and the limits of linguistic approaches and models in accessing non-

representational, ambiguous entities. These findings (and ideas), which inform the 
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conceptualisation of the ontology of space as ambiguous, evasive and non-

representational, are also present in discussions concerning the ontology of the past 

and can be found in historiographical enquiries that challenge the traditional historical 

methodologies.  

Non-linearity, the absence of origins, non-representationality and non-

narrativity are central themes in contemporary historiographical debate, particularly in 

discussions about the ontology of the past and how history constructs its own research 

object. In questioning the relationship between the past, history, the writing of the past 

and the role of the historian, historiography has prompted an awareness of the 

subjectivity of the historian, the representational paradigms present in language, the 

strategies of narration and conscious and unconscious structures, and most 

importantly, an awareness of the ambiguity of the past itself. This is because 

something that no longer exists provokes different understandings of what it means to 

exist (or no longer exist) and this opens the way to multiple, distinct understandings 

of the past and how it can be accessed and researched Ð if it can be at all. 

Consequently, the past has become an ambiguous entity, and this dimension of 

historical enquiry has engaged historiographical researchers and thinkers as they seek 

to reconcile the ambiguity of the past in a productive fashion with the enquiry itself. 

Thus, the historiographical explorations of the ontology of the past and how to 

research it have enabled this chapter to establish an analogy between the past and 

space. As such, historiography provides the basis on which the two previous chapters 

converge, helping inform the discussion on how to research ambiguous entities.  

The analogous relationship between space and the past raises challenging 

questions about the object of research, such as: if the historical object is a 

construction, where can its origin be located? Is there a single origin that can be 
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located in time or does it have a distributed, non-linear history, in which the past is no 

longer that which existed previously? How can the past be accessed if it no longer 

exists as a given? How can we access a past that goes deeper than history Ð further 

back where no written sources exist and further beyond, into the future, the place that 

shelters expectations and desires? However, it is important to highlight that such 

analogy does not have the purpose of addressing any historical implications of space, 

or of its research. The intention is also neither to understand how space can or has 

been researched and understood historically. Of importance to this thesis is how the 

analysis of the discussion of the past itself, and its research, reveals the presence or 

traces of the present within the making of history and consequently how this 

revelation has been crucial to develop research methodologies that concern the 

present (and future) Ð such as media archaeology. As such, in asking how ambiguous 

entities can be researched by establishing an analogy between past and space, this 

chapter also seeks strategies on how research outside of a purely historical enquiry (as 

the case of this thesis research on the ontology of space) can also be undertaken 

through history; using not only its objects, notions, knowledge, ideas, but also 

methodological debates. 

Within this context and contributing to it, historiography has developed a 

series of productive frameworks that are based on 1) the notions of non-linearity and 

non-causality, questioning teleological accounts and exploring the notion of multiple 

and alternative histories (Manuel De Landa, Michel Foucault); 2) using 

archaeological and genealogical frameworks to challenge the idea of a singular and 

determinate origin for an event, idea, paradigm, object or thing (Foucault, media 

archaeology); and 3) analysing the role narrative plays in historical accounts in order 

to explore unconscious structures and the non-representational Ð but performative and 
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affectiveÐ dimensions of making history (Hayden White, Frank Ankersmit, Alun 

Munslow). These frameworks reveal a plurality of points of view; further, by 

revealing the plurality of existences they open the way to observing ontologically 

ambiguous entities, such as the past and space, without the need to first dismantle or 

deny their ambiguity. As such, these historiographic frameworks are fundamental to 

this chapter because they indicate the sort of methodologies that could form a point of 

departure for research into the ontology of space in the framework provided by the 

first two chapters. Crucially, displacing the discussion of the ontology of space onto 

that of the past, and examining it though historiography, reveals another important 

implication for this thesis: the possibility that space has a methodological purchase. 

Because of the interaction between space and notions such as structure, non-

linearity, non-causality, absence of origins and non-representationality (as discussed 

in the first two chapters), and given the importance of such notions when reflecting on 

and developing epistemological frameworks and methodological approaches 

(discussed here through historiography), this chapter finds that space has a productive 

potential in the methodological context. This shift, however, leads into a mise-en-

abyme, in which space embraces itself, constructs itself Ð a suggestion that will be 

explored in the second part of this thesis. 

The relationship between the methodological purchase of space and 

historiographical strategies is further developed and discussed in the second part of 

this chapter through a speculative reading of an excerpt of Marguerite YourcenarÕs 

Memoirs of Hadrian ([1951] 2000) Ð a fictionalised history of the life of the Roman 

emperor Hadrian Ð alongside descriptions of YourcenarÕs writing processes. The 

exploration of this excerpt and the descriptions of how the author wrote it should be 

seen as an example of an historiographical discussion about the multiple dimensions 
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of the past and its ambiguity rather than a literary analysis of either YourcenarÕs 

overall oeuvre or this specific work. The speculative exploration of this excerpt is 

intended to reveal how the multiple dimensions of historical methodologies, used as 

means to approach an ambiguous past, cohere and coexist in reflections on the past 

(both in thinking about how to access the past and express it through writing fiction, 

as well as in the fiction Memoirs of Hadrian itself). This exploration begins from the 

perspective that if the barriers between history and fiction have been broken (as the 

Ônarrative turnÕ suggests), then it is possible to use fiction to ask questions about how 

the past is constructed and exists in such stories.  

Of particular importance to this thesis is the fact that the speculative 

exploration of this specific excerpt of YourcenarÕs work and her descriptions of the 

process of writing also reveals the participation of space in the conceptualisation and 

exploration of the multiple existences of the past and in the process of accessing it. As 

such, it shows how space can be active and productive in methodological frameworks 

Ð as the analogy between space and the past established by means of historiography 

and its epistemological and methodological discussions suggests. In this speculative 

exploration, space is seen as methodologically productive in two instances: firstly, in 

YourcenarÕs description of the process of accessing the past in order to inform her 

historical account, even if it is a fictional one; and secondly, in the fact that space is 

also seen as methodologically productive in the novel, where different dimensions and 

understandings of space are used to access and describe temporal historical 

experience. Both these instances highlight the need for a performative and enactive 

epistemology (as discussed in the previous two chapters), which places the 

experiential and affective dimension at its foundation in order to explore ambiguous 

entities without constraining or limiting them. As such, this analysis explores 
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strategies for accessing the past that do not rely merely on language.  

Through her description of the process by which she wrote Memoirs of 

Hadrian, Yourcenar shows the importance of not only actively engaging with material 

sources (most specifically, artistic ones) but also of visiting and experiencing 

historical places. This experiential and affect-based research informs the excerpt (the 

subject of the analysis) through the construction of a historical space in which the past 

is interrogated. As such, this speculative exploration presents a reflection on the past 

that is researched through space and presented through space. The framework of 

research is implemented through the methodological purchase of space, and the 

outcome of the research is presented through the constitution of a space. Most 

importantly for this thesis, these spaces are not only abstract and conceptual (that is, 

the construction of structures of categorisation and order-making), they are also 

physical, ÔrealÕ, experiential, affective and performed. As a result, the various 

dimensions of space coexist, interacting and informing each other, revealing space to 

be both multiply agential and a methodological device. 

 

 

The Analogy: the Past as Ontologically Ambiguous 

 

The second chapter raised questions regarding the participation of space in the 

understanding of origins, and this raised further questions about the sort of processes, 

rhetoric and methodologies that might be used to approach an origin without a 

beginning. Such questions resonate with the debates among historians and 
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philosophers of history concerning the ontology of the past and the making of history. 

As such, these enquiries into the ontology of the past and the study of history (in the 

context of constantly shifting ideas about what constitutes the past) provide a 

framework in which to take the debate on the ontology of space further, particularly 

regarding the question of how space can be researched. First, however, it is necessary 

to draw an analogy between space and the past by revealing the pastÕs ambiguous 

ontology, observing how approaches to it have differed, and how the past itself has 

different degrees of existence and many different shades according to where it is 

placed and how the historian has tried to reach or access it. This chapter therefore will 

now turn to illustrating some of these many understandings of the past. 

Alun Munslow (2007, p. 4) describes the practice of history as Òthe 

representation of something in the pastÓ. Despite the transformation of its purpose, 

function, methods and beliefs over time, it can generally be described as the practice 

of writing down the past in the form of a narrative (or presentation) (ibid., p. 1). The 

fact is, however, that not all historians agree on what is it that they, as historians, 

should be doing, how they should do it and what its purpose should be. The 

disagreements spring from deep epistemological differences not only concerning how 

the historian understands the past and the knowledge that is generated by their 

engagement with it, but also how this knowledge should be presented, as well as what 

is presented. If historical knowledge is a representation, this comes in the form of a 

narrative, and most of the time, as a text. But how many narratives of the past can 

exist? And to what degree do they Ôspeak forÕ the past, and are they speaking for or 

about the past? Is the past something that can be known? Is it a single reality or a 

multiple reality? Is the past even real? What then is the relationship between 

representation, narrative and the past, or between the past and history? For Munslow 
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(2007, p. 5), Òwhile the past defined as a period of time during which many things 

happened is not invented, history, on the other hand, is a constructed narrative 

representation (a narration) of it or, to be more precise, about itÓ. 

However, if the past is a period of time, when does it finish and the present 

begin? What are the limits of the past, how are they informed, and who or what 

informs them? According to Munslow (2007, p. 5), Paul Ricoeur argues that it is not 

possible to engage with the past but only with ÔtemporalityÕ, which includes past, 

present and future, and it is only possible to engage with temporality in the form of 

narrative; however, if in order to engage with temporality the researcher needs 

sources (because history is a story that is the product of historical sources), it follows 

that knowing the past is impossible. The impossibility of knowing the past is, 

according to Munslow, the idea that informed NietzscheÕs genealogies. The relevance 

of this is the fact that Nietzsche inspired not only FoucaultÕs own genealogies, but 

also WarburgÕs methodological approach Ð two approaches to history that will later be 

revealed as fundamental to the development of the belief that space has a 

methodological purchase. 

Munslow (2007, pp. 10-11) concurs with Ricoeur and argues that three 

approaches resulted from the movement against a modernist epistemology. 

Modernism regarded knowledge as existing independently of the intervention of the 

subject, making it possible to arrive at a true knowledge of phenomena and of the 

world itself as such knowledge represents them fully. The linguistic turn (Munslow 

designates its historical variant as the Ônarrative turnÕ due to its role in questioning the 

historical narrative) produced three main positions on how the text produced by the 

historian represents the past. Historians have always been concerned with clarifying 

their role in the writing of historical texts and in debating the ontological nature of the 
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past and history, but the linguistic turn and postmodernism raised new concerns. 

Historians could no longer ignore the multiple layers involved in a text, some of 

which, arguably, the historian does not control. As such, according to Budd (2009, p. 

344), postmodernism has invited historians Ð but on a wider scale other scholars too Ð 

to interrogate the Òvery notion of Ôthe pastÕ by questioning the terms by which we 

have thought about ÔhistoryÕ as a concept and as practiceÓ. However, alongside these 

concerns, new ideas and understandings of history and how it should be approached 

started to emerge. 

In the first approach, the past is accessed through the ability of the historian to 

empathise with its events. This is possible if the past is observed as containing 

elements that are familiar to those living in the present (Budd, 2009, p. 349). For this 

reason, the past is understood as being the ÔsameÕ as the present (Ricoeur, [1984] 

2009). The past, although gone, can still be known because the affective and agential 

human dimension of the past can be re-created Ð in RicoeurÕs words, Ôre-enactedÕ, and 

in MunslowÕs, ÔreconstructedÕ. An example of a scholar who took this kind of 

approach was the early twentieth century historian R. G. Collingwood. He believed 

that historians have an Òemotional and intellectual abilit y É  to experience elements 

of the past and to communicate effectively the insights that sensibilit y providesÓ 

(Budd, 2009, p. 349). As such, when the historian writes about the past he/she is 

giving a true account of it, or the best account, because it is also their own. The 

historian assumes that by means of language and the historical text it is possible to 

ÔspeakÕ the past, and this can be done by reconstructing it with the help of their 

imagination and experience of familiar events in combination with a rigorous 

interpretation of sources, according to a relationship of cause and effect. The 

historical narrative therefore presents an actual trace of the past, and in this way it 
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replaces the past as Òdescription equals history and history equals the pastÓ (Munslow, 

2007, p. 12).  

However, because the narrative is thought to present the past, it follows that it 

is not subject to any influences or biases from the present, including those of the 

historian. One of the problems with this approach is that it fails to recognise that the 

historical text is a representation of the past and not the past itself. Also, 

CollingwoodÕs idea that the past can be re-enacted presents a problem as 

Òrepresentation through re-enactment only uses those parts of the trace that are 

available for interpretation: this distorts the past by ignoring those parts of it that 

cannot be interpretedÓ (Budd, 2009, p. 349). This approach, according to Ricoeur 

([1984] 2009), destroys the distance between past and present, nullifying the 

difference or ÔothernessÕ of a past that can never be the present. It is based on the 

claim that there is a single past reality that the historian can reach through an 

objective reading of the historical sources (Munslow, 2007, p. 11). 

In the second approach, the past is seen as inaccessible and can never be fully 

retrieved (Budd, 2009, p. 349). The past is therefore distinct and separate from the 

present; it is something ÔotherÕ (Ricoeur [1984] 2009) that can only be represented 

through careful analytical conceptualisation. Although still recognising the 

importance of empirical studies, this approach argues that knowledge is also 

analytical or theoretical (Munslow, 2007). The historian thus plays an active role in 

the writing of the historical account because he/she is the one structuring or 

constructing the past in order to make sense of the present (ibid.). The intention is that 

while presenting a truthful account of the past the historian also takes into 

consideration the influences they are subject to. As a consequence, this approach 

recognises that the account might contain the historianÕs own biases.  
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However, for Ricoeur ([1984] 2009), this conception of the past makes it 

difficult to comprehend the presence of its traces, because without an understanding 

of what a trace meant in the past, the historian cannot understand what it means in the 

present. According to Ricoeur ([1984] 2009), the historian Wilhelm Dilthey 

exemplified this approach. Although distinct from the first position, the second 

approach still supports the idea of the existence of a single reality, external to the 

historian, and consequently the presupposition of a representational relationship 

between this reality and the historianÕs account (Munslow, 2007, p. 13). According to 

Munslow (2007, p. 14), this second approach has been very efficient and diligent in 

introducing innovative methods by which to understand historical evidence and in 

constructing frameworks that reveal and explain the evidence according to 

overarching theoretical structures. 

In contrast, the third approach, according to Munslow (2007), does not believe 

there is a correspondence between a past reality and the historianÕs account because 

there is no single past reality to be accounted for, and as such, the historian is 

constructing not an explanation of reality but a narrative in written form. This does 

not constitute an account of the past but an account of the present knowledge of the 

past. As a result, such an account is a relativistic one, and in being so, it allows for 

Òradical and experimental history practiceÓ (ibid., p. 14). In the third approach 

therefore the past is an analogue, as the historian is able to access the past but only 

through the transformation of metaphorical associations; the past is metamorphosed 

into a familiar experience (Budd, 2009, p. 346). The past is represented, but only 

through allusion (ibid., p. 349). Ricoeur ([1984] 2009) points to Hayden White as an 

example of a historian who takes this third position. Accounting for the relationship 

between the historical text and the past, White ([1978] 2009, p. 358) says that Òthe 
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historical narrative does not image the things it indicates; it calls to mind images of 

the things it indicates, in the same way that a metaphor doesÓ. By interpreting 

historical texts, the historian can discover the metaphorical constructions that were 

used and thus uncover the past through an understanding of language. However, in 

this conception of the past, its traces only exist within language, and for Ricoeur, this 

eliminates the possibility of the historianÕs agency (Budd, 2009, p. 349). This notion 

is underlined by the belief that Òmeaning is generated through symbolic 

representationÓ (ibid., p. 348). 

 

 

The ambiguity of the past: problematics and strategies 

 

In order to understand the implications of these three positions in relation to the past 

as ambiguous and the making of history (to its writing), we need to understand their 

interaction with language, through such notions as text, narration, tropes and fiction Ð 

subjects that the linguistic turn of the twentieth century explored. Within this context 

discussions about the historical approach of historicism reveal to be crucial given the 

interplay that historicism prompts between the past, textual interpretation, historical 

writing and the present, that is implicated by the presence of the historian. However, 

and as a result of the differences emerging from the interplay, this approach is a 

multifaceted one and multiple understandings of its meaning exist. 

For Paul Hamilton ([1996] 2005, p. 2), historicism is Òa critical movement 

insisting on the prime importance of historical context to the interpretation of texts of 
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all kindsÓ. Hamilton believes that historicism, although not new, is not the way 

history has always been done, and it emerges out of a critique of those practices that 

derive from the idea that there are a-priori  principles ruling the lives of human beings. 

As a consequence, historicism developed most prominently as a criticism of idealist 

and evolutionist conceptions of the world that were informed by the emergence of the 

scientific paradigm in the seventeenth century, in which the world was seen as being 

structured according to an underlying set of rules, norms and laws. Historicism was a 

paradigm that became particularly important to Romanticism as it supported the idea 

that there was something greater in human beings that was both unreachable and 

immeasurable (Hamilton, [1996] 2005, p. 2). Consequently, history concerned the 

immeasurable in humanity, which nonetheless could still be accounted for through 

truth claims. However, with historicism, this meant that what surpassed the physical 

and measurable in humanity could only be found in textual accounts. 

Munslow ([2000] 2006) agrees with HamiltonÕs position regarding 

historicismÕs opposition to the scientific paradigm; for him, historicism defended the 

absence of a single reality, a universal structure that could be observed. According to 

Munslow ([2000] 2006, p, 140), historicism is the Òact of perceiving historical periods 

in their own terms rather than any imposed by the historianÓ. This means that the 

historian should observe the evidence in its own context without imposing his/her 

own framework and context. This position then led to the understanding that each 

period informs its own system of knowledge and truth, and therefore there are 

multiple systems of knowledge production and truth, as otherwise they would be 

universal or transcendental.  

Frank Ankersmit, although agreeing with the notion that historicism opposes 

transcendentalism and the belief in universal truths, analyses it from a slightly 
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different position. For Ankersmit (2012, p. 1), Ò[h]istoricism ... is the view that the 

nature of a thing lies in its historyÓ. As such, AnkersmitÕs historicism is one in which 

the object of historical attention is generated throughout time, being the origin that is 

nevertheless always present in the object itself. Consequently, the time and process of 

this generation is present in the object as its ÔrealÕ nature, and history tells/presents 

this nature. This means that Òphenomena are defined by their place in a process of 

development or changeÓ (ibid., p. 10). 

 However, according to Ankersmit (2012, p. 10), the notion that things change 

throughout time has been radicalised in historicism to the point where there is not any 

longer a referent for what constitutes an object. The end result is an impossibility of 

delimitation, of setting its origins, of closure. As such, the identity of the historical 

object can only exist as an a-posteriori example through its recognition in the 

historical narration of its past. Thus, its history cannot be separated from the present, 

daily experiences of the historian (ibid., p. 2). This means there are no universal 

truths, as nothing can exist independently of its past and therefore of its formation. 

Thus, historicism is opposed to transcendentalism as things do not have a fixed and a-

priori  ÔnatureÕ, but there is also no correspondence between how we understand the 

world (or our knowledge of it) and the world itself.  

The idea that the history of something cannot be separated from the historian 

and his or her own daily experiences, according to Hamilton ([1996] 2005, p. 3), has 

led to a double suspicion of truth. Historicism is not only concerned with placing the 

object of research in context, but also in how the researcherÕs understanding of it is 

dependent on the context in which they are working, hence the necessity for them to 

be aware of and to question how the research itself is biased. In addition, as Hamilton 

([1996] 2005, p. 3) points out, historicism has a double suspicion of presuppositions 
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and determining paradigms because it believes that not only does the research object 

lie in the text but also, because it does, the past needs to be understood and interpreted 

as text. Consequently, the role of the historian is to point out the places in which 

interpretation has consciously or unconsciously changed the meaning of the text, 

whether at the time of production or during other periodsÕ readings of it, including 

present-day ones (ibid.).  

Questioning historicism, Hamilton ([1996] 2005, p. 4) asks whether in fact this 

hermeneutical process is not a cyclical one, and therefore if historicism, in 

recognising this, is able to break the cycle and reach a Òreal meaning, unclouded by 

that original audienceÕs or any subsequent periodÕs ideologyÓ. This problem is also 

raised by Munslow ([2000] 2006, p. 141) when he claims, Ò[w]hat is at issue with 

historicism is the question of epistemological relativism: how accurately can we 

represent the-past-as-history through our words and concepts in the here and 

now?Ó For Hamilton, historicism, particularly nowadays, seems to believe that these 

methods are able to break with ideology, exposing its true face, because they are 

informed by a postmodern suspicion of modernityÕs faith that the ÔnewÕ can overcome 

the ÔoldÕ. Nevertheless, this still does not address the problem of how to break the 

cycle of double suspicion, because even when the researcher recognises that he/she 

has their own assumptions, this does not prevent these assumptions from appearing in 

their work. Therefore, it is still necessary to find solutions that are able to show what 

is different in the researcherÕs work in order to break out of the cycle. 

Agreeing with Hamilton, Munslow ([2000] 2006, p. 142) argues that the 

implication of assuming that it is not possible to give an accurate representation of the 

past is that history can become hostage to a linguistic understanding of meaning-

making and more about the multiple meanings to be found in the ÔtextÕ. In such a 
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framework, Òthe essence of history is hermeneutic not factual, linguistic not empirical, 

fictive not realÓ, and as such it becomes impossible to fully access the past because 

Òhistory is conceived in the historianÕs mind, history is literature, and history is 

generated in here and nowÓ (ibid.). 

According to Munslow, the Ônarrative turnÕ (historyÕs version of the linguistic 

turn) has raised two questions that directly address the problematic that historicism 

raises. The first is whether the past constitutes a story that can be discovered (and 

therefore told); the second is whether the sequence of historical methodological 

operations Ð reference, explanation, meaning and its narrative presentation in prose Ð 

constitute all that is possible in terms of historical methodologies (Munslow, 2007, p. 

3). This has implications for the understanding of what a story and narration are in 

relation to the practice of history: Ò[a] story is the recounting of a sequence of events. 

This is what is told. Narration, on the other hand, refers to the manner in which a story 

is toldÓ (ibid., p. 4), and this is an important distinction because how something is told 

or narrated is as important as what is being told.  

In his systematic enquiry into the relationship between history, story and 

narration, Hayden White makes a fundamental contribution to this discussion. As 

Budd (2009, p. 343) puts it, White is one of the most influential thinkers associated 

with the linguistic turn as he argues that historical writings are better understood 

through an artistic lens than a scientific one because history is pre-science. White 

states that Òin refusing the real (which can only be symbolised, never represented) 

history refuses the possible, as it is precisely this refusal that prohibited history from 

becoming a modern scienceÓ (White, 2005, p. 147). Along with historicism, White 

asserts that it is not possible to omit the writer, the historian, when observing an 

historical text: the historian, in the process of research and writing, subjects the text to 
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interpretation and explanation because it is not transparent and needs to be understood 

in light of its linguistic structures (Budd, 2009, p. 344).  

For White history is a type of consciousness, and as such, the historian needs 

to be aware of how this consciousness is informed, how it is structured by the 

interventions made by all its contributors through their interpretations and subsequent 

writings (Budd, 2009, p. 344). Historical consciousness is thus the creation of a 

constructive cycle of interpretation and presentation (reading and writing). The 

historical text is subject to imagination and to the kind of construction of reality that 

literary tropes allow. However, Budd (2009, p. 344) alerts us to the fact that White did 

not think that historians were not able to uncover the past or that what they wrote was 

fiction; rather, because they convey their findings through writing, their work should 

also be considered as an imaginative and creative endeavour. Munslow (2007, p. 5) 

shares BuddÕs perspective on WhiteÕs intervention. He believes that White does not 

argue that history is fiction; indeed, they cannot be equated as history respects the 

facts of the past. 

For White, therefore, interpretation is not just a question of comprehending the 

meaning, even a meaning, but is also the unconscious subjugation to structural 

linguistic and narrative norms. These norms are present not only when writing the 

historical text but also when reading (interpreting) historical documents. However, by 

using those same structures, the historian is also creating them. Consequently, 

historical narratives are partially invented and partially found (Budd, 2009, p. 345). 

As such, there is no generalisable and unchanging truth to be found in historical 

narratives. This position in relation to the historical text supports WhiteÕs claim that 

history is provisional and contingent.  
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For White the problem with not recognising the influence of linguistic and 

narrative structures is that the past comes to be seen as a narrative in itself (Budd, 

2009, p. 346). The constructed narrative of the historian is taken for the thing that it is 

trying to convey and thus the past is transformed into a linear and logical sequence of 

events and consequences. In order to avoid this, historians need to recognise the kind 

of construction used, and this has been the contribution of the linguistic turn: it 

provides a recognition of the rhetoric contained in a text (ibid., p. 347). Moreover, 

historians in their double role as both readers and writers excel in narrative strategies, 

and they are able to recognise a societyÕs episteme through the meta-narratives that 

support it, as the narrative strategies are widely known and embedded in a particular 

societyÕs fluency in narrative/storytelling/language (ibid.). The kind of stories told and 

their rhetoric has been rehearsed over and over throughout history. As such, the 

historical understanding and comprehension is not of the historical event itself but of 

its narratives. Because the practice of history is normally conducted through writing 

and reading, those histories that do not have linguistic foundations need to be 

ÔcompletedÕ through language or linguistic structures (ibid.). As such, White sees the 

linguistic turn as challenging Òauthoritative claims of historians both to understand 

and to communicate knowledge through language: it also leads us to reconsider the 

linguistic nature of our own historical understandingÓ (Budd, 2009, p. 345). 

However, it also reveals an inability to understand and generate historical accounts of 

the non-linguistic in the past, and this becomes reflected in social consciousness both 

at an epistemological and an ontological level. 

The visible parallels between historical narrative and fictional narrative expose 

the porous nature of these ontological categories, a fact that will be further explored in 

the second part of this chapter through the work of Yourcenar. Furthermore, the 
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investigation into the boundaries and interactions between past, history, 

representation, narrative and language has revealed the existence of a resistance to 

approaching history through means that are not textual or linguistic. In order to 

discuss how the past can also be accessed by means other than language, involving 

the study of materials in their own terms, we need to turn to the field of Ômedia 

archaeologyÕ. While accepting the general epistemological framework of the new 

historicism, media archaeology goes beyond the notion that artefacts can be read, and 

thus beyond historical analysis based on textual and linguistic strategies.  

In What is Media Archaeology?, Jussi Parikka (2012, p. 2) introduces the 

discipline as Òa way to investigate the new media cultures through insights from past 

new media, often with an emphasis on the forgotten, the quirky, the non-obvious 

apparatuses, practices and inventionsÓ.  Because of its use of digital media and 

technology Ð as well as its desire to have an active impact on contemporary media 

practices and culture Ð media archaeology is not only a theory but also a methodology 

(ibid., p. 5). However, despite its focus on digital media culture, media archaeology 

particularly studies the nineteenth century, as it regards this period as the Òfoundation 

stone of modernity in terms of science, technology and the birth of media capitalismÓ 

(ibid., p. 2). 

However, before discussing further the implications of media archaeology as a 

theory and a methodology, it is necessary to turn to the work of Michel Foucault. 

Arnold I. Davidson argues that FoucaultÕs methodology is grounded in the Anglo-

American tradition of analytic philosophy, which Foucault (cited in Davidson, 1997, 

p. 3) describes as a philosophy that Òdoes not give itself the task of considering the 

being of or the deep structures of language; it considers the everyday use that one 

makes of language in different types of discourseÓ. Foucault then transposes this 
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understanding of analytic philosophy into one that can analyse the everyday 

interactions of societyÕs power players (ibid.). This philosophy, which is concerned 

with relationships and resists making statements about the ontology of language, 

comes from a position in which language is the element through which we 

understand, perceive and become conscious of the world. Davidson (1997) also points 

out that Foucault speaks of, discusses and uses the idea of structure, of being 

analytical, but without being a structuralist (highlighting his French influences); 

Foucault saw structuralism as a philosophy that was crystallised in the term Ôanalytic 

reasonÕ, and which he opposed to humanism, anthropology and dialectical thought. As 

such, Foucault (cited in Davidson, 1997, p. 7) tries to reveal the structures (the laws 

and determinations) that exist below the conscious level. Importantly for this thesis is 

the fact that Foucault, as Davidson (1997) shows, assumes that a structure from one 

epistemological framework can be transposed into another because they possess an 

underlying core of reality. 

In discussing FoucaultÕs position on structuralism, Roger Paden (1986) 

presents the Order of Things as a work with an overarching structure rather than a 

disconnected one, a structure that Foucault uses to criticise structuralism. According 

to Paden (1986), Foucault starts with an analysis of Vel‡zquezÕ Las Meninas in order 

to set up a discussion about representation as the modernist subject per se. Over the 

course of the book, he discusses the three sciences using a structuralist approach to 

construct these synchronic objects, and establishes a distinction between the classical 

age and modernism. This discussion reveals how, in the modern age, a problem with 

representation emerged that had not previously existed. Through Las Meninas, 

Foucault shows how the classical period recognised the different levels of 

representation, although they were not addressed directly, but indicated through 
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absence and Òthus, the activity of representing, which makes knowledge possible, is 

not representedÓ (Paden, 1986, p. 23). However, if it was recognised during the 

classical age that the production of knowledge also carries invisibilities, in the modern 

period, which takes representation as its core subject, the activity of representation is 

no longer be seen as inaccessible (ibid.). Foucault, following an analogical strategy, 

argues that Òif modern structuralism is similar to those sciences which were based on 

the classical episteme, and if it was impossible to represent the activity of 

representation within that structuralist episteme, then it might also be impossible for 

modern structuralism to represent this activityÓ (ibid.). As a consequence, the attempt 

to create a universal structure that would reveal the origin of a given object is 

condemned to failure (ibid.).  

Agamben (2010) situates the search for origins as an epistemological issue in 

KantÕs concept of an ÔarchaeologyÕ of knowledge. Kant sought to construct a 

philosophical history of philosophy. However, according to Agamben (2010), he 

created a paradox by attempting to look to the past to trace such a history: it is not 

possible to find a first cause or origin in the past when the issue is the emergence of a 

thought or idea (philosophy), because reason cannot be situated historically. There is a 

constant present-ness in the role of the philosopher that cannot be historical. As such, 

for Agamben (2010), this is the source of FoucaultÕs problem with the issue of 

origins: how can we find this present-ness in the past? In terms of the history of ideas, 

how can we construct the historical object if it does not have an origin? 

According to Agamben (2010), Overbeck suggests that although we can look 

into history, there is also a pre-history. This is not something that is necessarily prior 

to history; rather, it is a set of conditions out of which the historical events arise 

(ibid.). Thus, it is possible to observe a displacement of origins into the idea of an 
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emergence of something, and how this emergence is constructed. As such, in 

discussing genealogies, Agamben (2010) makes a detour into psychoanalysis and 

Freud in order to discuss a subject that appears to engage all those who think about 

origins: what can this pre-history of history be? In other words, what is the conscious 

and the unconscious of history? Events happen at certain moments and may later be 

forgotten, but they still continue to play an active role in history and the making of 

history (ibid.). Thus Agamben (2010) alerts the historian to the presence of an 

unconscious in history; history is in a constant process of construction because 

everything is constantly being remembered and forgotten; history is a synchronicity of 

the unconscious and the conscious.  

Agambem (2010) goes on to say that archaeology is concerned with bringing 

this unconscious to the surface: archaeology is not about looking for an underlying 

universal structure that gives origin to both the continuous and the discontinuous, but 

instead is a process of observing how this unconscious is constantly present. 

Traditionally, archaeology has been seen as a process that looks for disruptions and 

creates discrete, isolated objects. This is generally thought to also be the Foucauldian 

method, but Agamben (2010) shows that Foucault may actually be criticising not only 

the continuous, the teleological, but also the discontinuous, the disruption model. He 

is seeking an integrated system and not observing either model in isolation. As such, 

the historian neither looks for disruptions nor a continuous narrative of cause and 

effect, but rather seeks to understand through the idea of the conscious and the 

unconscious how ruptures and continuities occur simultaneously.  

Foucault has therefore had a major influence on media archaeology because 

his work provides a methodology with which to research the multiple paths of 

existence that a discourse, idea, object or media takes (Parikka, 2012, p. 6). Another 
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important influence is that of Friedrich Kittler who, as Parikka (2012, p. 6) observes, 

applied FoucaultÕs method of researching written documents to investigating the 

emergence and persistence of media and material objects. Kittler also introduced the 

genealogical dimension of FoucaultÕs work into media archaeology, as the conditions 

of emergence of hidden or unconscious origins. This has led to the writing of 

alternative histories that run counter to the dominant narrative: media archaeology is 

able to use FoucaultÕs genealogical method to question the notion of a single origin 

and the idea of a teleological history (ibid., p. 13). The work of Walter Benjamin has 

also been highly influential in this field. His discussions on modernity have inspired 

several media archaeology studies considering what it means to be modern: 

questioning modernityÕs paradigms, exploring the reasons for their persistence, and 

investigating their impact on cultures and ways of perceiving the world, particularly 

in the postmodern era (ibid., p. 7). The main areas of research using BenjaminÕs 

framework have been nineteenth and early twentieth century technologies.      

As an important technology of modernity, film and cinema (and more recently 

television) has also been a key subject of research in media archaeology, particularly 

in the context of the discourse on non-narrativity and non-linearity. This is because 

the work in film studies, particularly since the 1990s, has highlighted the presence of 

unconscious dimensions in technology, and hence the presence of the past in the 

present (ibid., p. 5). As such, cinema (and its techniques) has proven a productive 

field in which to explore the multiplicity of media and multidimensionality of 

technologies in relation to the image and perception in more general terms. 

Building on these influences, media archaeology strives for new ways of 

understanding media and technology that diverge from the path of a linear 

understanding of history in which old technologies are seen as a part of the past that 
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has been overtaken by the new; instead, media archaeology looks at the old and the 

new as following parallel tracks (lines) (ibid., pp. 1-2). As such, it also has no interest 

in discovering a universal explanation or a grand theory about media; it is more 

interested in what falls outside the norm, the mainstream, and in ÔexcavatingÕ paths 

previously unconsidered (ibid.). In order to excavate such paths through history, 

media archaeology conceives of time not as straight but in folds, sometimes leading to 

an overlap between past and present as the old is discovered and seen as new while 

the new is sometimes perceived as obsolete and old (ibid., p. 3). Thus, media 

archaeology questions the boundaries between past and present, old and new, to the 

point where the difference between old and new media and technologies becomes 

indistinct.  

To achieve this position, according to Parikka (2012), media archaeologists 

should position themselves in the middle, neither working as an historian nor 

observing only the new and emergent technologies and media, but instead seeing the 

interaction and dynamics between old and new as a complex system, and embracing 

it. Consequently, media archaeologists are not only interested in the past but also in 

the present and future, and in the multiple histories of the present. This concern with 

the present is part of the influence of Foucault who claimed that Òall archaeological 

excavations into the past are meant to elaborate our current situationÓ (Parikka, 2012, 

p. 6) by asking such questions as Ò[w]hat is our present moment in its objects, 

discourses and practices, and how did it come to be perceived as reality?Ó (ibid., 

p.10). As such, the narratives that media archaeology writes are not only historical 

ones but also composite narratives, developed by researching the wider networks of 

influence behind the formation of technologies (ibid., p.11) and by using historical 

apparatuses to question the new and the present as well as the multiple histories of the 
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past. 

However, despite these general guidelines and positions, media archaeology 

does not have a uniform approach; it is not a single-voiced discipline. Rather, it is a 

set of practices developed by researchers with distinct disciplinary backgrounds using 

different paths and varied approaches. As such, it is a heterogeneous discipline in 

which media archaeologists define their own positions and approaches, develop their 

own methodologies Ð for instance, Siegfried Zielinski, who named his approach 

variantology. Zielinsky uses variantology to focus on the exploration of the deeper, 

more experiential, bodily and material dimensions of media, a position that, as a 

result, also embraces perspectives on how past and present media and technology is 

used in creative practices, particularly by artists (ibid., p. 12). With the inclusion of 

the arts, media archaeologists take the discussion of media and technology beyond the 

purely theoretical into a search for its applications, questioning what it means to 

create the ÔnewÕ (ibid.). As such, media archaeology is an approach and a 

methodology that is used not only by theoreticians but also by artists who Òhave been 

able to use themes, ideas and inspiration from the past media tooÓ (ibid., p. 2). 

The fact that media archaeology is such an all-embracing field, encompassing 

so many researchers and practitioners from different fields and disciplines, means that 

its enquiries and the answers they reach lie outside a single disciplinary framework. 

This, however, does not mean that it rejects any of these disciplines; rather, it grounds 

its research in a multidisciplinary knowledge (ibid.). As such, media archaeology, 

according to Parikka (2012), situates itself in-between disciplines, as it draws from 

multiple fields in a transdisciplinary mode. Nonetheless, Parikka (2012, p. 15) argues 

that media archaeology is still a discipline in itself, albeit a ÔtravelingÕ one, as its 

themes are not located in any one specific place but in multiple places. 
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The Historical Novel: Memoirs of Hadrian and the Agency of Space 

 

The tension between historical fiction, fictional history and historical reality discussed 

by White (in the first section of this chapter) is exemplified by the work of Belgian-

French novelist and essayist Marguerite Yourcenar, specifically in her Memoirs of 

Hadrian ([1951] 2000). This book, which falls into the category of historical fiction, 

exposes the ambiguity of the past and shows how writing about history is always a 

process of engagement that reaches beyond the past to become a multidimensional 

enquiry, because Ð even if it does so unconsciously Ð it also performs the present. As 

such, Yourcenar exemplifies the flow and interaction between history and 

historiography, the challenge of understanding an event in its own context 

(historicism) and of writing as if living in the past. Memoirs of Hadrian provides a 

good example of such flow and interaction Ð and therefore of the multidimensional 

nature of history Ð from the point of view of historical fiction rather than that of 

history. This is because 1) the work starts from the historical sources; 2) the author 

embeds herself historically, as Yourcenar documents; 3) the work reflects upon the 

relationship between human beings and the past through its theme (the life-story of an 

emperor in his own words); and 4) the story, the idea, lingered with the author as a 

continuous, intimate presence over the thirty years it took to write, reflecting her own 

life/time/past and, in a way, becoming a book about Yourcenar herself. This history-

story therefore combines multiple dimensions of the ontology of the past and of 

history. As Yourcenar says: 

 

Those who put the historical novel in a category apart are forgetting that what 
every novelist does is only to interpret, by means of the techniques which his 
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period affords, a certain number of past events; his memories, whether consciously 
or unconsciously recalled, whether personal or impersonal, are all woven of the 
same stuff as History itself. (Yourcenar, [1951] 2000, p. 275) 

 

As such, Yourcenar ( [1951] 2000, p. 273) believed that to write historical fiction the 

author must Ò[d]o from within, the same work of reconstruction which the 

nineteenth-century archaeologists have done from withoutÓ. 

After a period of writing spanning almost thirty years, Memoirs of Hadrian 

was finally published in France in 1951. While it takes historical documents such as 

the Historia Augusta and Cassius DioÕs Historia Romana as its starting point, the 

book is a fictionalised biography of the Roman emperor Hadrian. The novel takes the 

form of a letter that Hadrian, who lived between 76 and 138 AD, is in the process of 

writing at the end of his life to his successor, Marcus Aurelius. As a work of historical 

reflection, this book is not only placed in a certain historical period Ð the end of 

HadrianÕs reign as emperor Ð but also takes as its starting point a particular historical 

idea: that there was a particular time when man Ôstood aloneÕ, apart from the gods or 

from God. The understanding of this historical period lies at the core of the book, 

alongside the historical figure of Hadrian. But beyond Hadrian the historical person 

was Hadrian the man. As such, Yourcenar uses a temporal trick Ð playing with the 

notions of history, past, memory, historical character and individual being Ð by 

reducing the temporal span of her contact with the man to almost an instant (that is, 

the time it takes for Hadrian to inscribe his memories in a letter), while at the same 

time describing the historical time-line of an entire life. To show how she 

accomplished this, she explains her working methods: 
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Take a lif e that is known and complete, recorded and fi xed by History (as much as 
li ves ever can be fi xed), so that its entire course may be seen at a single glance; 
more important still, choose the moment when the man who li ved that existence 
weighs and examines it, and is, for the briefest span, capable of judging it. Try to 
manage so that he stands before his own lif e in much the same position as we 
stand when we look at it É  (Yourcenar, [1951] 2000, p. 270) 

 

However, the difficulty of such a task is reflected in the authorÕs relationship 

with the book: she continually postponed its writing until she finally felt that she was 

old enough to attempt it. However, as Yourcenar ( [1951] 2000, p. 271) states, Ò[i] t 

took me years to learn how to calculate exactly the distances between the emperor 

and myselfÓ. In the same way as Hadrian does, Yourcenar also grew older, and 

experienced both war and peace, and the diminishing gap between the two informed 

the character of YourcenarÕs Hadrian as he slowly developed over the years. 

Yourcenar ([1951] 2000, p. 269) accounts for the difficulties of his formation by 

saying, ÒI was not succeeding in my attempt to reconstruct that world as seen and 

heard by one manÓ. As a consequence, she felt the need to pursue a method that did 

not depend on the historical sources alone, developing a process that consisted of 

experiencing as much as possible of the traces his life. She describes spending the 

mornings É 

 

... at the Vill a Adriana; innumerable evenings passed in small cafŽs around the 
Olympieion, the constant back and forth over Greek seas, [and the] roads of Asia 
Minor. In order to make full use of these memories of mine they had first to recede 
as far from me as is the Second Century. (Yourcenar, [1951] 2000, p. 270) 

 

As part of this process of ÔbeingÕ (with) Hadrian, Yourcenar took with her into 

exile in the United States not only her notes for her reading at Yale and a map of the 

Roman empire at the time of TrajanÕs death, but also a photograph of a statue of 
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HadrianÕs lover, Antinous. When distressed, she also found comfort in a Canaletto 

painting of Rome (ibid., p. 271). As if trying to retrieve lost memories out of a state of 

amnesia, Yourcenar supported the writing process by gazing at cherished works of art 

that carried multiple traces of or connections with HadrianÕs life. One example was a 

Piranesi engraving of HadrianÕs villa, which not only shows the villa itself, but 

through its depiction of CanopusÕ chapel also refers to HadrianÕs relationship with 

Antinous, as this was the place where the statues of his lover, carved in the Egyptian 

style, once rested. Speaking of the engraving, Yourcenar declares: 

 

Piranesi, almost mediumistic, has truly caught the element of hallucination here: 
he has sensed the long-continued rituals of mourning, the tragic architecture of an 
inner world. For several years I looked at this drawing almost daily, without a 
thought for my former enterprise. (Yourcenar, [1951] 2000, p. 272)  

 

Yourcenar thus grew close to Hadrian through a process of embedding herself in his 

life, conflating their lives through a series of performative acts. As she says, Òsince 

one of the best ways to reconstruct a manÕs thinking is to rebuild his library, I had 

actually been working for years, without knowing it, to refurbish the bookshelves 

at Tibur in advanceÓ (ibid., p. 273). 

This represented a sort of appropriation of HadrianÕs life, but one in which the 

traces of Hadrian Ð of either the real or the fictitious man Ð appropriated Yourcenar in 

turn. The process that Yourcenar developed in order to get close to Hadrian and to 

write about him is one that not only goes beyond the historical sources, but also 

beyond representation Ð it is a performed process, one that works through affect, 

emotion and the body. This process Ð the search for a state of production beyond the 

factual and rational Ð is one that can also be seen in WarburgÕs work (discussed in the 
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preamble to the second part of the thesis), and is fundamental to a concept of space in 

which its multidimensionality can be expressed in a methodological device. 

Yourcenar describes such a process in the following way: 

 

[A]kin to controlled delirium É  and yet this term delirium smacks too much of 
romanticism; let us say, rather, a constant participation, as intensely aware as 
possible, in that which has been É  one foot in scholarship, the other in [the] 
magic arts, or more accurately and without metaphor, absorption in that 
sympathetic magic which operates when one transports oneself, in thought, into 
anotherÕs body and soul. (Yourcenar, [1951] 2000, p. 275) 

 

She continues:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Text [(Yourcenar, [1951] p. has been removed due to 
Copyright restrictions 
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For Yourcenar, it is possible to shorten the distance that separates the 

centuries. She understands, in the process of telling HadrianÕs story, that it registers 

the same losses as does her own biography: HadrianÕs lapses of memory mimic those 

of Yourcenar. How is the author to speak of her own life without transferring the 

same faults and losses when relating someone elseÕs, regardless of the time that 

separates them? What does the author know about herself, about those she has spent 

her life with and those whom she only knows through history and the appropriation of 

their historical traces? How is the author to delimit, to trace a separating line between 

all these lives, to know their origins, their genesis? To shorten the historical distance, 

Yourcenar discovered she needed to merge with the life of Hadrian Ð a process that 

goes beyond the rational or conscious and becomes performative and affective, deeply 

engrained in the body. Hadrian becomes one of her acquaintances, even one of her 

relatives; the letters and documents that Yourcenar receives, organises and destroys 

are not only those relating to her own life, but also to HadrianÕs. Amongst the letters 

from her friends and relatives is the letter that Hadrian wrote, or that she is re-writing 

for Hadrian (that is, the book).  

This is an intimate process, one of introspection. Yourcenar describes a 

process in which the writer of history is present in the history/story, as the past is 

Ôtime recapturedÕ by the writer in his/her Ôinner worldÕ (ibid., p. 276). Time is no 

longer a limiting determinant, separating people Ð it stops being a matter of time, as 

the temporal distance is transformed simply into distance, a malleable line that can be 

twisted, curved and cut at will. Thus, accessing the past is no longer a process of 

walking along the straight line of time, but one of drawing a line Ð whether linear, 

non-linear, continuous or discontinuous Ð which constitutes itself in the interaction 

and exchanges between the writer and what is being written/researched. And drawing 
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a line, as seen in Chapter One, is a spatial process. 

By accepting the freedom from truth and fact that fiction bestows, Yourcenar 

Ð although aiming for historical authenticity Ð was able to work through the small 

details that ornament a life, gaining the leverage to infuse Hadrian with life. This life 

is not necessarily HadrianÕs, or not only his, but also the lives of the many other 

people Yourcenar has experienced her life with or through. In such a process (one that 

is not so much about placing yourself in the past or travelling to the past but one in 

which past and present cease to be the opposite end-points of a straight line), to what 

degree does Hadrian, the character, become closer to a ÔtruerÕ unravelling of the real 

life of someone long dead? ÔTruerÕ, that is, not just in terms of portraying the life of 

Hadrian, about which few written documents survive (allowing room for other 

documents beyond the written one, other strategies of enquiry), but also 

historiographically ÔtruerÕ, because it recognises and expresses this very interaction, 

creating a meshwork of lives. As it is a novel, this account is open about the presence 

of the writer, alerting the reader to the fact that this is possibly not the life of Hadrian, 

but a life of Hadrian. However, in disclosing the presence of the writer, who 

permeates and blends with the life of the historical person, the work puts forward the 

idea that history may not be about tracing the origin of a past event: there are shared 

dimensions of existence that cut through the past, allowing the notions of past and 

present to dissolve into each other seamlessly. 

The interaction between and malleability of past and present through the 

dissolution of the limits of time opens the way for space to work alongside 

imagination, creating a ÔbastardÕ order and epistemology that merges different times, 

experiences and beings. To explore this further, the chapter turns to an excerpt from 

the fourth chapter of Memoirs of Hadrian, ÔSaeculum AureumÕ, which demonstrates 
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YourcenarÕs approach to the writing of historical fiction. This thesis proposes that 

Yourcenar makes Hadrian mimic the process she follows when constructing his 

character: she allows him to trespass across time to be with other historical figures 

from earlier eras. This process requires a concept of space that sees it as not only 

multidimensional, but also possessed of agency Ð that is, as alive and productive. 

This extract is composed of two paragraphs, each of which (this chapter 

argues) corresponds to a distinct kind of physical, ÔrealÕ space. Both of these spaces 

are understood to inform our notions of place and site, as discussed earlier in Chapter 

One, but although they are close to each other, they are always separate, sitting side 

by side, in the same way as the statues of the Colossus in the excerpt. However, just 

as the Colossus is one monument, so these two spaces are the same: they exist in 

exactly the same location. One is the historical site, the site of the monument (the 

formal inscribed word), and the other is the place of quotidian practices, the place of 

the ephemeral (the anonymous scribbled word). 

The excerpt is preceded by the arrival of the emperor, his wife and their suite 

at the Colossus of Memnon in Thebes, Egypt. The monument was built around 1350 

BC and carried the legend that at each dawn a sound would emanate from one of its 

two statues: 

 

Text [(Yourcenar, [1951] 2000, pp. has been removed due to 
Copyright restrictions
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In the first paragraph, the visitor arrives at the site, passes through, and leaves 

after the visit. During the visit they can see the formal written words, even hear about 

the people to whom these names belonged, their kingdoms and deeds; however, one 

visitor Ð in this case the emperor Ð feels alienated from these inscribed lives. There is 

no living person behind the name, even if something is known about that person; the 

word has lost its meaning, its potential to be affective, mimicking the statues that do 

not move or breathe and whose blood does not flow. However, the cause of the 

emperorÕs emotionless state might not be the apparently disembodied facades of the 

elements that comprise the site, but more the framework in which they exist. Thus, it 

is not so much the fact that they are discrete entities (with the names A, B or C or site 

X or Y) that causes alienation as the fact that they are only seen as pieces of a past 

with a beginning and an end, a past with no relation to the present. 

At the same time, this is not a strange subversion of knowledge in which the 

historical site stops having historical meaning and of being active in the present. 

There are still priests there, who continue the practices related to the site and who 

perform the rituals in which the emperor engages. However, possibly because he is 

aware that too much is unknown or forgotten, the little that is known about these 

historical figures does not seem to match the importance and weight of their names. It 

is not possible to reconcile the social, political and religious past of the site with the 

present social, political and religious practices. The existence of the site is thus 

conflicted: as a historical site it has become devoid of life, even though it has parallel 

lives running alongside it. It is dead while still alive. Somehow, this place is too full 

of meaning, yet this renders it void. 

The second paragraph, however, brings a lightness to the place Ð because it is 

a place of the quotidian where the present needs to exist, it is lightened by 



! *() !

disinvesting it of history. Whatever happens in the historical place becomes present or 

meaningful, affective. Objects that were previously inert become activated, or at least 

they are affected by a different kind of activation. The past becomes not present or 

visible but immanent through a process by which the multiple categories of life, 

being, monument, memory, past and present are suspended. They are exposed as 

existing on the same plane, and the emperor inhabits the same space as those whose 

names are written on the Colossus. 

This could be discussed through analysing the different effects, for instance, of 

printed versus handwritten inscriptions; however, the focus here is how the same 

location becomes open to imagination through the conflict, conflation and dissolution 

of spatial dimensions Ð that is, through the existence of a potential physical dimension 

of space that activates the process whereby the historical site becomes a historical 

place. It is not only the awareness that others have lived and constructed monuments 

here, but that the owners of the names in the inscriptions have been on that very same 

location. This gives the visitor the thrill of materiality, a materiality that has crossed 

history and that bears its traces. Behind and beyond, past and present coexist. There is 

no longer an inside and an outside as these categories have dissolved.  

Although this suspension of categories is represented in the novel by the 

emperor pausing to rest, this is not a temporal suspension. The site/place becomes a 

space, and through his imagination Hadrian is freed of temporal barriers and is able to 

connect with different times. It therefore becomes meaningful that Hadrian himself 

eschews immortality by avoiding the practice of inscribing his name on new 

monuments: by avoiding the imprint of his name he is bypassing the process that 

leads a gesture or practice in the present to become a monument in an historical site. 

In this way, he anticipates that others in the future will be able to know him without 



! *)+ !

having access to written documents Ð or even to his name. The emperor will continue 

to live through his anonymous presence in the imaginary space created by his moment 

of rest. This is an anonymous immortality that can only be unlocked through affect 

and performance, in the way that Yourcenar does in writing her novel. Most 

importantly for this thesis, this unlocking has occurred in multiple dimensions, 

activated by a spatial agency Ð an activity that will be explored in the second part of 

the thesis.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

By putting in place the idea of the corral as a strategy to approach space that takes it 

outside the framework of disciplines traditionally seen to have has their object of 

research space, as well as existing contexts of discussion of space, it was possible to 

deepen the understanding on space by better understanding its productive potential 

within a methodological context. 

Displacing the problematic of space to a discussion of the ontology of the past 

as an ambiguous entity, to observe how history, or more specifically historiography, 

has reconciled such ambiguity with its own research processes and making revealed 

how the ambiguity of an entity does not need to be simplified or dismantled. It is 

possible to inform a research framework that instead embraces such ambiguity when 

the entity being researched is observed in its complexity; as something with a multi-

dimensional existence that is contingently informed through non-linear temporal 
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interactions in a process of co-constitution with the environment in which is present at 

each moment. In order to research this complexity notions as the non-linearity and 

discontinuity of existence and therefore of the history of the entity need to be 

included, leading to non-teleological approaches. Within this context the object of 

research can be observed as not having a single and determined origin Ñ  a beginning 

without beginning Ñ  being its existence always contingent and provisional, while at 

the same time constituting a single entity.  

This framework opens a path for this thesis to continue the research into the 

ontology of space without placing it historically Ñ  without observing and 

contextualizing the changes and fluctuations of meaning throughout time, or to have a 

specific periodization. While putting forward a framework of research that does not 

situate its object historically, and yet not making it a-historical and universal, this 

chapter has also shown that such research can be done through historical artefacts and 

materials themselves, because they are still alive in the present. Media archaeology 

draws from this perspective as discussed previously, but most vividly, the agency of 

historical artefacts, places, ideas and even imaginaries has been revealed through the 

speculative exploration of YourcenarÕs work and her descriptions of it. Through this 

speculative exploration it was possible to observe the presence of affective, 

imaginative and even emotional dimensions at work within a research context; 

further, their importance to more fully access the object of enquiry, particularly when 

at stake is an ambiguous entity. As such, this speculative exploration calls upon a 

framework of research that is informed by a non-representational epistemology and 

ontology that while being based on performativity, affect and experience; necessarily 

including the subjective dimension of the enquirer, is still conceptually rigorous, and 

inclusive of abstract and metaphysical concerns. A framework that maintains a 
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perverse attitude towards knowledge systems: a bastard epistemology as discussed in 

Chapter Two. An epistemology that accepts and travels through the multiple 

dimensions of an object of research integrating them by making them interact and 

interplay, as historical fiction can do, but that (and in addiction) can also work outside 

narrative, or through multiple narratives. 

While this chapter has presented frameworks and strategies to research an 

ambiguous entity, that of space, through an analogy with the past, it has also revealed 

crucial dimensions of space that are fundamental to understand and activate the 

productive potential of space. The speculative exploration of YourcenarÕs Memoirs of 

Hadrian brought to surface how space is multiply implicated in historical research 

and accounts, as understandings and conceptualisations of space are necessary to 

inform a research framework through its affective and experiential dimension, a 

dimension that McEwen and Kristeva had already pointed to though their work with 

khora. Therefore, space emerges as having methodological purchase, not only through 

an abstract, conceptual, dimension, as that seen on Chapter One while informing 

research structures (topologies). As such, space is multiply implicated in the 

constitution of research methodologies; further, that space not only has 

methodological purchase but is also agential in the constitution of understandings and 

experiences, emotions and abstractions of an human interaction with the world. The 

consequence of this multiple methodological purchase is that space can recursively 

research itself, informing a mise-en-abyme as discussed on chapter two. 

Chapter Three therefore makes the bridge between the first two chapters and 

the second part of this thesis in which the mise-en-abyme of space, or the notion that 

space as a methodological device can also construct itself in its ontological debate and 

investigation. Through this chapter it has been shown how space not only is already 
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emplaced within research methodologies through the constitution of frameworks, 

structures, of research, as those developed to approach the past in the formation of 

historical accounts, but also how space has methodological purchase when 

researching through non-representational contexts, thus in accessing through 

experience and affect, enacting objects of research. This realisation is particularly 

important to allow the mise-en-abyme to take place, as the mise-en-abyme needs to 

work through the multiple existences and complexity of space, traveling through the 

multiple dimension and understandings of space and maintaining and exploring its 

ambiguity in order not to become tautological but recursive. This strategy therefore 

emerges as fundamental to access and enquire an entity that being ambiguous is also 

unrepresentable and inaccessible through description or linguistic models and 

strategies as discussed on Chapter Two. A path is therefore opened for the second part 

of this thesis to explore the ontology of space by using a spatially informed strategy 

that is not linguistically based, but visually and aesthetically driven; to research space 

through the diagram. 
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Part Two 
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Preamble to Part Two 

 

The second half of this thesis develops another side of the argument by enlarging on 

the question raised in Chapter Three: how is it possible to research the ontology of 

space if space is presented, and to some extent presents itself, as an ambiguous, 

unrepresentable conundrum? Proceeding from the third chapter, the second part of the 

thesis addresses the tension of the rarefied boundaries between history and fiction, 

particularly the point at which some of these boundaries, such as linearity, causality 

and the necessity of the idea of an origin, are broken. If all these limits are removed 

what is there for us to research through history or its archaeological artefacts? What 

questions can we investigate in the potentiality of its traces and what can be 

constructed from them? What are the multiple histories or narratives that can be told?  

Chapters Four and Five therefore comprise the final discussion of the thesis, 

answering the questions posed by the first part. However, the discussion in the first 

chapters also suggested the need to approach the question of space through practice Ð 

that is, from a performative and enacted point of view Ð particularly in order to 

explore the notion of the diagram in greater depth, investigating the materiality or 

levels of existence of space through the affective materiality of visual materials. This 

second part is therefore separated from the first as it goes beyond a discussion of how 

to research space and puts into practice and experiments with a method (or way of 

doing) that could be described as a multi-faceted artistic research practice. If the first 

part has shown that space needs to be researched in a different way, the second part 

puts forward a way of approaching space that explores its ontology as a productive 

device. As such, the following final two chapters constitute the second part of a piece 
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of experimental research, using images and text to explore the ontology of space and 

to observe how a research practice can be challenged by moving into a spatially 

oriented epistemology.  

The visual and textual work presented here results from an investigation that 

deals dialectically and heuristically with visual resources, textual academic production 

and a visual and theoretical reflection on structures through the notion of the diagram. 

This practice, however, should not be seen as an Ôart workÕ, but as the result of the 

application of artistic research methods to the questions raised in this thesis. As such, 

it is not only the continuation of the enquiry into the ontology of space, but also a 

continuation of the question of how space can be used productively through the 

application of visual methods that are intimately related with artistic practice and 

experimentation Ð the area in which the specific expertise of the author of this thesis 

lies. This question rests on the hypothesis that space can be also considered as a 

methodological device.  

Despite the unity and integrity of the visual and textual work, the discussion 

and presentation of this research experimentation is extended over the next two 

chapters, with each making a distinct contribution to the overall argument. The reason 

for this division is to clarify the discussion of the visual work by separating out two of 

its dimensions: each comprises a version of the multiplicity of ways in which this 

visual work explores the questions of the thesis. Chapter Four addresses the concept 

of the diagram and how, as a methodological device, it can be regarded as a 

constituent part of space, while Chapter Five attempts to use this methodological 

device to research the ontology of space. As such, these last two chapters present the 

moment in which space as a methodological device is revealed and put into practice; 

in other words, it is where the work of the thesis is completed and its questions 
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explored through an enactive epistemology This experimental research reveals how 

space constructs itself, how a recursive ontology exists in which space, in both its 

physical and conceptual aspects, constructs what it is or can be at any given moment. 

It reveals space as a mise-en-abyme and a ÔbastardÕ entity. 

In developing the research experiment presented in the following chapters in 

answer to the questions posed in the first part of the thesis, this section Ð in particular 

the creation of the visual work Ð draws inspiration from the last work of the art 

historian Aby Warburg: the Mnemosyne Atlas. Through the Mnemosyne Atlas, 

Warburg found a way of exploring his own questions and anxieties concerning 

contemporary practices of research in history and art history. As such, this preamble 

connects the first and second parts of the thesis Ð particularly as a continuation of the 

discussions held in the third chapter Ð by drawing attention to WarburgÕs specific 

approach to the study of the art and visual materials of the past. The thesis therefore 

now turns to an analysis of WarburgÕs ÔmethodÕ and his Mnemosyne Atlas, 

highlighting the differences between the Atlas and The Mouth of the Monster and the 

Hollow Body. 

 

 

The Art Historian Aby Warburg and the Mnemosyne Atlas 

 

Aby Warburg was an historian of art at the turn of the 20th century. However, as 

Woodfield (2001, p. 260) highlights, an historian of art is differs from an art historian. 

For the former, art is not necessarily the subject of investigation but a means to 
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research an historical, social or cultural event or idea, a notion that better suits 

Warburg as he was more interested in other dimensions of culture and the past than in 

the artistic one alone (ibid.). In addition, he also believed that works of art could not 

explain themselves. In order to reach them, it was necessary to navigate a web of 

knowledge and theories; it was necessary to resort to multiple disciplines (ibid., p. 

261). For Warburg, art as such was not simply a subject for research, but it was also a 

means, a resource to be explored as part of the process of answering questions related 

to the historical, social and cultural dimensions of being, particularly its psychological 

dimensions. Warburg was especially interested in the psychology behind the artistic 

process and not in the study of art per se (Ostrow, 2001, p. 2). 

Warburg researched the psychological dimension of different modes of 

thought and culture, but he directed most of his intellectual energy towards exploring 

the persistence of pagan reasoning in Western society (Woodfield, 2001, p. 260). As 

Gombrich says: 

 

By ÔpaganismÕ as we know, Warburg meant a psychological state, the state of 
surrender to impulses of frenzy and of fear. It was this fateful heritage he meant to 
study, and in this quest he freely identified the life of the individual and that of the 
collective mind. The drama of the revival of these impulses that had been dormant in 
the collective memory is mainly played out on the stage of the Renaissance. 
(Gombrich, [1970] 1986, p. 308) 

 

As a consequence, WarburgÕs research reveals the psychological aspects of art and the 

conditions underlying its emergence, and is not concerned with the mapping of a 

linear evolution of modes of representation or analysis of the conventions controlling 

artistic production in a specific period (Woodfield, 2001, p. 278) Ð subjects that had 

exclusively engaged art historians up till then. By contrast, according to Gombrich 
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([1970] 1986, p. 185), Warburg defended that multiple styles could be found within a 

single period, the product of different psychological states. As a result, Warburg was 

not interested in the past per se, or in the reconstruction of an historical period; he 

distanced himself from historicism and the notion of the Ôspirit of an ageÕ (Rampley, 

2001, p. 305). Instead, he investigated the interaction between past and present, and 

both the synchronic and the diachronic (Ostrow, 2001, p. 4). 

However, such an interest in the psychological dimension of artistic creation 

should not be understood as standing in opposition to the study of a societyÕs culture 

in a certain historical period. The aim was not to understand and explain an artistÕs 

individual psychological motivations; rather, it was to understand the oppositional 

forces that drove the civilisation the artist emerged from, because, as Rampley (2001, 

p. 317) notes, Warburg conflated the genesis of the individual with that of the group, 

as he recognised these as part of the same process. For Warburg, a civilisation was the 

product of the distance but also the interplay between the primal experiences and 

compulsions that guided the world (ÔpaganismÕ) and human reason. At times, reason 

was confronted with the resurfacing of these primal drives (ibid., p. 313), drives that 

Warburg thought were particularly visible within artistic works, due to the fact that 

the thinking behind his aesthetic understanding was a combination of theories of 

empathy and collective psychology (ibid., p. 315). He believed that civilisation is 

therefore built on the construction of the distance, or interval, between the mimetic 

impulse and its differentiation from (or negation by) the driving forces behind it. An 

awareness of the existence of a past contributes to the creation of such a gap (ibid., p. 

316). As Ostrow (2001, p. 3) states, Warburg thought it was possible to find the 

polarities that exist between the individual and the society in which the individual 

lives in the space between the symbolic representation and the actual event.  
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In the artistic domain, such an understanding of civilisation was converted into 

a search for the interval between a system of forces that included the preservation of 

the past through mimetic or symbolic representation Ð or the negation of the past 

through transformation or semiotic representation Ð and the subjectivities of both 

artist and spectator (Rampley, 2001, p. 306). In order to understand this system of 

forces, Warburg paid special attention to the detail within works of art as the place of 

the encounter between the rational and the irrational, the conscious and the 

unconscious, or the place where it was possible to understand and observe culture as a 

dynamic process in which associations exist not only in cultures of the same epoch 

but across different epochs (ibid.). For Warburg, the detail in a work of art could thus 

be understood as the element that allowed him to ÔmeasureÕ the distance between 

these polarities and through analogy to observe their symbolic transformation over 

time and space (Vidal, 2009, p. 11). Warburg called the observation of this system of 

forces through the study of works of art the Ôiconology of the intervalÕ, and this is 

commonly understood as his method, despite both GombrichÕs and BingÕs resistance 

to the use of such term (Woodfield, 2001, p. 260). However, this implies that 

Warburg retained an underlying belief in representation, which despite being an 

energised one, was still driven by the notion of duplication/representation and not by 

the processes of enaction and performance Ð which this thesis argues are essential 

prerequisites. 

In order to develop his research, Warburg had to look on the image not as a 

product of art but as an archive of the collective memory of the past, and Ð as with an 

archive Ð although the things placed in it are accessible, this does not imply they 

possess a continuity or a universality of meaning. Instead, for Warburg, this archive 

was a changing one that nonetheless sustained a connection with its original meaning 
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(Ostrow, 2001, p. 2) or with the emergence of meaning in bodily expression and 

affectivity by means of the symbol. As Rampley states:  

 

The heart of his theory rests on the notion that visual symbols function as archives of 
the mental state of the producer. Hence a whole range of cognitive and emotional 
states somehow imprint themselves on the visual symbol, in the form of Ôpathos 
formulaÕ, the term he used to denote representation of the bodily expression of human 
affectivity. (Rampley, 2001, p. 319)  

 

According to Rampley (2001), as Warburg believed the symbol to be connected to a 

state of primal fear, to its pagan roots, exposure to it would open the viewer up to the 

kind of affective experience that led to its emergence. The continued presence of its 

pagan roots would allow a person (that is, an art historian), through the relationships 

that exist between an image and the context of its existence, to perceive the primal 

reasoning in both the individual creator and their society (Ostrow, 2001, p. 4). 

However, as Vidal (2009, p. 3) points out, WarburgÕs Ôpathos formulaÕ is not a 

universal or archetype; instead, it is an event that can be localised in time and space as 

an emotional and artistic response, triggered by the confrontation with a similar 

human experience that has been passed down from generation to generation, with 

different levels of intensity and transformation. As such, Warburg was not searching 

for the universal in human action and expression, but for the patterns and systems that 

inform them, exploring how this becomes part of the collective consciousness through 

images Ð in other words, he was searching for the conscious and unconscious 

treatment that artistic depiction gives to a past era, which, although it informs the 

depiction, does not carry the same meaning (Rampley, 2001, p. 306). Such an 

understanding of images and symbols was to have great consequences for art history 

as it meant that Warburg saw any kind of image as relevant to his research. 
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Furthermore, he believed that the importance of an image or symbol did not lie in its 

artistic value, which a connoisseur could determine, but in É  

 

É the manner in which it continued to enact, or reproduce (or reference) its earlier 
content (world view) via the complex network of relationships that over time had 
come to be encoded in its form. In other words, the image world as formulated by 
Warburg consists of rhetorical devices that are combined and recombined in manners 
that both indicate changing mindsets as well as passing fashions. (Ostrow, 2001, pp. 
4-5) 

 

WarburgÕs understanding of psychology and culture led him to understand the 

image and the symbol in a very particular way (as discussed above), which had 

important repercussions not only on his views of and attitudes towards art, but also on 

his research practices. This set of practices, although possibly not developed with the 

intention of creating a method, nevertheless came to be known as the ÔWarburg 

methodÕ by later generations Ð not without dispute, however, as seen above. This 

method generally took the name of ÔiconologyÕ. However, and maybe because 

Warburg never presented it as a method, iconology was subject to misunderstanding Ð 

it was frequently conflated with ÔiconographyÕ, mainly due to the work of WarburgÕs 

disciple Erwin Panofsky, who developed iconography. According to Panofsky (cited 

in Woodfield, 2001, p. 263), iconography was the study of the general reasoning of an 

epoch, expressed in the symbols of a given historical period, as distinct from 

iconology, which comprised the search for the original ÔimageÕ that led to later 

transformations or Òthe interaction of forms and contents in the clash of traditionsÓ 

(Gombrich, [1970] 1986, p. 313). Rampley (2001, p. 304) therefore alerts us to the 

fact that WarburgÕs and PanofskyÕs methods differ from each other at the level of the 

formation of meaning: ÒWhile iconology analyses the unconscious assumption of 

symbolic codes and meanings, [iconography] tend[s] to focus on the conscious artistic 
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use of symbols and conventionsÓ. The difference in the treatment and understanding 

of the symbolic lies at the level of its agency: for Warburg, symbols were not lifeless 

abstractions but the result of primal human experience (Woodfield, 2001, p. 267), part 

of a continuum of exchanges with the world, giving them vitality, because symbols 

are always active in the process of transformation in a given civilisation. 

Consequently, for Warburg, the viewer of a symbolic representation stands in the 

presence of the tensions between the individual and their society, and between the 

irrational and the rational, while for Panofsky, the viewer is in the presence of an Ôa-

historical embodimentÕ (ibid. p. 263). 

The ontological differences in WarburgÕs and PanofskyÕs understanding of the 

symbol were reflected in their research practice, particularly in the way they each saw 

the interaction of image and text. Woodfield (2001, p. 263) says that, with PanofskyÕs 

iconography, the emphasis was on the transformation of the artistic motifs, and thus 

on how an image informs the text through its interaction with it. However, Warburg 

was more interested in an approach that proceeded from the text to the image. The 

difference in his understanding of the ontology of image and symbol, in combination 

with his epistemological approach to the image, led Warburg to search for novel ways 

in which to conduct research through the image, ultimately culminating in his last 

project: the Mnemosyne Atlas.  
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Figure g Ð WarburgÕs Library with the Mnemosyne Atlas 

 

The Mnemosyne Atlas was left unfinished at the time of WarburgÕs death in 

1929. In its last form, the Atlas is composed of sixty-three panels, each containing a 

set of images. The panels can be divided into two sets according to their labels: three 

have alphabetic labels (namely, a, b and c) and sixty have numerical ones. As such, 

the three alphabetically labelled panels can be taken as an introduction to or 

presentation of the subject of the research (Gombrich, [1970] 1986, p. 292), and the 

other panels as the exploration of the subject. According to Gombrich ([1970] 1986, 

p. 283), the subject comprised the interconnections between the two main themes of 

WarburgÕs interests, Òthe vicissitudes of the Olympian gods in the astrological 

tradition and the role of the ancient pathos formulae in post-mediaeval art and 

civilizationÓ. The panels were made of wood, measuring approximately 150cm x 

200cm, and were covered with black cloth, allowing Warburg to arrange and 

rearrange black and white photographs of works of art, maps, manuscripts, 

contemporary images drawn from newspapers and magazines, and cosmographic 

!
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images (Johnson, 2013) by pinning them to the wooden boards. This method of 

working with images gave Warburg the possibility of constantly developing new 

combinations (Gombrich, [1970] 1986, p. 284), helping him think through and 

structure the argument carried by each individual panel, as well as the overall 

argument. Gombrich ([1970] 1986, p. 284) puts the need for this development in 

WarburgÕs research down to his growing dissatisfaction and sense of disquiet with the 

linearity of the narrative in his presentations, because as far as Warburg was 

concerned, the complexity of the subject needed to be researched both synchronically 

and diachronically (as discussed above). Even in his earlier research, Warburg would 

use notes to Ò[map] out these complex relationships in diagrammatic formÓ (ibid.). In 

this context, the panels were primarily used as the basis for his investigations and to 

support his presentations and lectures; however, he also planned to publish the 

Mnemosyne Atlas. In fact, Johnson (2013) notes, Òhe planned to supplement a volume 

of plates with two volumes of text, containing historical and interpretive material. 

However, as he left the Atlas at the time of his death, the balance of word and image 

is decidedly tilted toward the latter.Ó   

Nonetheless Ð and despite the text that accompanied the panels Ð the emphasis 

was on the images and their interrelations, using these as a trigger for the viewer to 

experience the Òsame intensity to the images of passion or of suffering, of mental 

confusion or of serenity, as he had done in his workÓ (Gombrich, [1970] 1986, pp. 

287-288), thus emplacing his notion of the image, the symbol and the Ôpathos 

formulaÕ. The idea of emplacing his theories through the process of working with the 

panels in the formation of the Mnemosyne Atlas can also be observed in the 

interaction between the title of WarburgÕs project, his theories and the overall subject 

of the Mnemosyne Atlas. ÔMnemosyneÕ directly refers to the way in which the notion 
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of memory could be materialised in the archive of images (as discussed above). 

However, two references can be found in the word ÔatlasÕ, each of them related to the 

two co-existing uses of the word.  

The first use of the word ÔatlasÕ denotes a collection of maps, intended to order 

the geographic, political, social, economic and cultural knowledge of a certain period, 

informing and presenting a particular understanding of the world. Through the use of 

the word ÔatlasÕ Warburg pointed towards the formal aspect of his project, using the 

term to indicate the multiplicity of plates (panels), each of them Ð as a collection of 

images Ð mapping a specific sub-theme but all addressing the same subject through 

their interrelationships. In addition, he drew attention to the relevance of the map Ð 

which is not only used as a resource in some of the panels, but also as an indication of 

spatial (and temporal) exchanges Ð as well as to the activity of mapping itself 

(ÔdiagrammingÕ) as a research strategy. ÔAtlasÕ, however, is also the name of the titan 

in Greek mythology who was forced to carry the heavens on his shoulders as a 

punishment. From this perspective, the word functions as a placeholder for the 

combination of myth, gods, the heavens and astrology (that is, the mythical) with a 

logical understanding of the heavens in the form of astronomy. As Gombrich states 

when presenting panels b and c:  

 

[t]he idea of cosmic harmony was to be carried forward on the next plate in visual 
reminders of the debasement of this profound thought in fortune-telling, and of its 
exaltation and triumph in KeplerÕs speculations which led to manÕs understanding of 
the laws of the heavens. (Gombrich, [1970] 1986, p. 292) 

 

Consequently, the word ÔatlasÕ not only carried forward the main subject of the 

project, but also pointed towards the notion of polarity that Warburg used to indicate 
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the multiple opposing forces present in a symbol or image. As such, what initially 

may seem unrelated Ð the two notions of ÔatlasÕ Ð come together as each of the 

denotations reveal and unfold a dual understanding and practice of the cosmological. 

To conclude, the Mnemosyne Atlas is a mapping of associations and 

interactions at the level of the image and at the level of the sub-themes presented in 

each panel, which constitute the whole argument. This is an argument that Warburg 

continued to develop throughout his life and so it comes as no surprise that some of 

his early papers and presentations are also part of the Mnemosyne Atlas (Gombrich, 

[1970] 1986, p. 299). However, because he understood the drive behind his lifelong 

research concerns as a complex system of forces, this complexity also led Warburg to 

regard his questions as far from self-evident Ð they could only have attempted 

answers Ð and therefore he emphasised the necessity of proposing a series of 

hypotheses and solutions to be tested against a background of social interactions 

(Gombrich, [1970] 1986). This notion of a working process that is not finished and 

definite, but open and constantly in transformation, as described by Spyros 

PapapetrosÕ (2012), is the construction of a mosaic through accessories, or details, 

Òfragmentary compilations of philological ÔaddendaÕ whose perpetual accumulation 

maintains the textual fabric in a perennial form of incompletion, yet constantly in 

motion, and anxiously aliveÓ (p. xiii); a process of research that the Mnemosyne Atlas 

shows and emplaces. 

The Mnemosyne Atlas is therefore the application of an integrated system of 

research methods, with an ontological and epistemological position regarding the 

concepts of civilisation, individual and collective psychology, images, symbols and 

the Ôpathos formulaÕ Ð or WarburgÕs cosmology. This thesis then proposes that the 

notion of the Mnemosyne Atlas as an integrated system when seen in relation with the 
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previous discussion about WarburgÕs method, and the resistance to call it a method, 

suggests that at stake in WarburgÕs work is not so much the development of a method, 

as a specific procedure to answer a problem, but a methodology as the system, or 

discourse, that allows the integration of methods within an ontological and 

epistemological framework, providing therefore the basis for the coherence, adequacy 

and pertinence of the chosen methods. A methodology is thus a research cosmology 

and also, from this perspective the Mnemosyne Atlas is a methodological device, a 

system that can be used, performed, and that reveals, or (re)produces a methodology. 

Framing the Mnemosyne Atlas within this perspective provides inspiration for this 

thesis as a path to follow in searching for performative and productive methodological 

devices that put in action transdisciplinarity.  

Approaching the Mnemosyne Atlas as the opening of a path for this thesis is 

supported by the scenery of contemporary research on Warburg. Warburgian scholars 

have had to rely upon a few finished pieces of writing that Warburg left, in contrast 

with the vast amount of written notes, through which there is a strong sense of 

uncertainty and openness towards WarburgÕs ideas and thoughts. This openness 

towards the understanding of WarburgÕs work in combination with his research 

approaches have led contemporary researchers within art history (Didi-Huberman) 

and architecture (Papapetros) to approach WarburgÕs legacy not only with the 

intention to research his work, but also as an inspirational source within their own 

researches, sustaining the life of WarburgÕs process of research,. As Silvina Vidal 

(2009) points out, WarburgÕs ideas have provided contemporary researchers across a 

number of disciplines with a strategy to combine detailed information, localised 

phenomena and short period events with a wider understandings of historical change, 

but also a way of doing so in which the historical writing of explicative models can be 
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supported by empirical research, particularly the use of visual materials (2009, p. 1). 

Following these examples, this thesis takes on-board this openness as an invite to look 

into the Mnemosyne Atlas as an inspirational element to reflect on the importance of 

the usage of visual materials when researching and to devise a hands on approach that 

uses visual materials in research, instead of trying to interpret and analyse the 

Mnemosyne Atlas, or to use WarburgÕs distinctive iconological methodology. 

 

 

The Mnemosyne Atlas and The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body: 

Distances 

 

The result of the interaction with Warburg and the Mnemosyne Atlas is the work that 

is presented and discussed in the following chapters: The Mouth of the Monster and 

the Hollow Body. As the end of Chapter Three discussed it is crucial to research the 

ontology of space through a framework that is non-representational, but that instead 

works through an enactive and performative epistemology, driven by experience, 

affect and aesthetics and not based on linguistic models of approaching the visual; or 

in synthesis to research space through the diagram. WarburgÕs approach embodied 

within the Mnemosyne Atlas have provided this thesis a point of departure to explore 

visually the question of how to research a non-existing object, as space. However, as 

there are points of contact between the project of the Mnemosyne Atlas and the 

research experiment that guides the following chapters, The Mouth of the Monster and 

the Hollow Body, there are also important differences between the two, both formally 

and methodologically (in terms of its epistemology, questions, intentions and working 
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approach) 

As Matthew Rampley (2001) points out, Warburg Ð as Foucault later Ð 

gleaned inspiration from Nietzsche when looking into the past, also following a path 

of genealogy in which a search for origins is replaced by an analysis of the interplay 

between continuities and discontinuities (p. 312), giving the formal similarities place 

to transformations of meaning. Within the context of this thesis it is crucial such 

interplay between continuities and discontinuities as to inform the possibility of 

bringing together synchronic and diachronic dimensions; to explore multiple lines of 

connection between the elements brought together, making jumps and pursue 

connections that are not limited by territory, time periods or cultures. However, The 

Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body is not intended as a strategy to research a 

subject throughout an historical context, or to place the object of research historically 

as it is neither the intension of this thesis of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body to make an intervention within history, art history, or the history of art. 

Consequently the disciplinary framework is different from the one guiding this thesis, 

which is not driven by disciplinary context, questions or boundaries in developing 

theoretical frameworks and research methods Ð instead guided by transdisciplinarity 

as presented in the introduction. As such, while Warburg is interested in analysing 

works of art for what they may say about a certain society through the wider 

connections Ñ  networks that run under when informing the creation of such works Ñ  

this thesis through The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body is interested in 

using the potential of images to create new ideas, suggestions and concerns. 

Consequently, if, as the scholarship surrounding Warburg suggests, Warburg was 

interested in through the image to trace the gestures, movements, the unconscious 

animation of the body as primal responses to stimuli being therefore the image subject 
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of analysis a way to observe the interval between the individual and the collective 

psychology (the Ôpathos formulaÕ through symbolic transformation); within this 

thesis, the image is something that is active, that has a suggestive and affective 

potential that can be used to prompt thought experiments, triggering associations 

through not only its historical and cultural connections with wider networks, but also 

in the fact that an image itself has multiple meanings (and these are expressed through 

an affective, aesthetic dimension; or its very materiality). 

The purpose and intensions of the research undertaken within this thesis are 

distinct from those of Warburg, as the intention of The Mouth of the Monster and the 

Hollow Body is to continue to make a corral around space, this time displacing it to 

the notion of the monster in order to 1) explore the productivity of space as a 

methodological device through the diagram as a an enactive and performative 

epistemology, driven by experience, affect and aesthetic dimensions and 2) through 

the interactions between the images used to allow the emergence, in a speculative 

way, of an ontological discussion about multiple existences of a single entity, a theme 

that is neither historical, nor that the images themselves address Ð in order to research 

the ontology of space as an ambiguous entity. Summarising, the two following 

chapters are part the result of a transdisciplinary methodology informed by a bastard 

epistemology through a recursive approach that became performed and materialised 

through the exploration of the diagram in The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body to research the ontology of space as a productive device; or more simply put: the 

mise-en-abyme of space. 
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Chapter Four 

The Encyclopedia of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body 

and Space as a Methodological Device Through the Diagram 

 

This chapter introduces the part of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body 

that comprises the captions explaining its images. The captions are driven, on the one 

hand, by an attempt to pin down the materiality of the constantly dislocated images, 

which unfold in medium after medium, intervention after intervention, in a process of 

shared authorship.  In order to do this, the chapter either documents elements such as 

the title, author, date and location, or uses the caption to explain what the image is. On 

the other hand, in the face of the impossibility of condensing these images into 

captions, the captions themselves open up to reveal the wider reasons for the presence 

of each image in the whole Ð that is, in the The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body. 

The facet of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body that the chapter 

explores, however, goes beyond the composition of the captions and becomes part of 

an encyclopaedia, in which each image has its own entry. As in an encyclopaedia 

there are images, text, numbers, diagrams and above all the possibility of reading the 

information at random, without following a linear progression from the beginning 

through to the end. Instead, it provides a framework for reading in a disjointed, 

disarticulated fashion, allowing stated or perceived connections and relationships to 

act as the driving force behind the creation of knowledge. This gives the beholder a 

shared control (the ÔbeholderÕ becomes the ÔmakerÕ) over The Mouth of the Monster 

and the Hollow Body, in order to incite Ð and stress the importance of Ð associations 
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and interactions between the unity and the interval, the flow and the break, the 

foreground and the background. But, most importantly, it situates the core of the 

discussion in the images themselves, both individually and as part of the whole that 

comprises The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body. In doing so, it becomes a 

diagram that is drawn from the potentiality of each image to make visible aspects of 

space that, as a whole, exist in relation to a discussion of structures. 

As a result, the facet of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body under 

discussion is the encounter between the diagram and the encyclopaedia. This chapter 

argues that the challenge produced by visually (and artistically) working through 

structures is crucial to exposing the interactions, folds, coalescence and evanescence 

of conceptualisations of space. Furthermore, the encounter between the diagram and 

the encyclopaedia, as structures, provides a relevant framework in which to actively 

explore how space can be thought of productively. From this point on, three 

commentaries that take the form of notes reveal the considerations that initially drove 

the conception of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body as a diagrammatic 

structure that exposes and reflects upon the productivity of different 

conceptualisations of space. After these commentaries, it is left to the beholder to take 

up the task of fabricating the encounter between the diagram and the encyclopaedia. 

 

 

Structures and Space 

 

As discussed in Chapter One, using the work of Massey, the modernist concept of 

space became close to being structural. However, during this period the emphasis was 
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on the association of space with a static container where time is kept on hold. The 

later battle the structuralists waged against notions like causality and the linear 

progression of history and culture encompassed the exploration of the association 

between space and structures. However, in investigating this association, they further 

enlarged the scission between space and time as they regarded space as a-temporal, 

leading to the conceptualisation of structures as static grids or tables, without change 

or movement. This understanding was then translated into the idea of structures as 

closed systems, with the relationships between their elements locked in binary 

oppositions. The problems highlighted by Massey ([2005] 2010) in relation to the 

structuralist perspective began to be unravelled in the work of the poststructuralists. 

Nonetheless, the tradition of a structure as a closed system can still be observed in 

contemporary approaches, and this has led Ingold to distinguish between the notions 

of the ÔnetworkÕ and the ÔmeshworkÕ. 

A meshwork opens up the notion of structure to change, as the connections 

binding and distances separating the elements are seen as Òentangled lines of life, 

growth and movementÓ (Ingold, 2011, p. 63), in which Ò[e]very such line describes a 

flow of material substance in a space that is topologically fluidÓ (ibid, p. 64). In this 

sense, there is no distinction between a connection and an element, they are both part 

of the same process that is guided by animating life forces. The notion of a fluid 

topology was further explored in the work of Mol and Law (1994) (introduced in the 

first chapter). In their study, structures were analysed using the concept of topology. 

In doing so, a panoply of approaches emerged, enabling the conceptualisation of 

novel structures, such as that of a fluid topology. As seen in Chapter One, a fluid 

space is a structure guided by Òvariation without boundaries and transformation 

without discontinuityÓ (Mol and Law, 1994, p. 658), in which the connections and 
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distances within the structure are not fixed and do not always exist between the same 

elements, as any one of these elements or connections could be excluded. A fluid 

topology, therefore, is characterised by the malleability of its boundaries and the 

multiplicity of its possible mixtures, giving rise to a robust whole. Nonetheless, and 

most importantly in the context of this thesis, there are no hierarchies between 

structures in the work of Mol and Law; each structure represents a valid approach, as 

it is an aspect of a multifaceted and complex whole. 

The assumption that there are multiple kinds of structures, all presenting facets 

of a larger whole, has profound implications for this thesis and its enquiry into the 

ontology of space and its conceptualisation as a productive medium. The first chapter 

introduced AlgraÕs three possible understandings of space, which can be most 

succinctly described as the ÔcontainerÕ, the ÔcontainedÕ and the ÔrelationÕ. The 

argument followed in Chapters One and Two proposed that a vast majority of 

understandings until recently fell inside the conceptual category of space as a 

container, while contemporary thinking privileges the conceptualisation of space as a 

relation or a mediator. However, as a result of this approach, which perceives 

structures as possessing non-hierarchical, multiple existences, it is possible to think of 

them not simply as associated with a type of space, but as active and productive 

elements existing in the spatial realm. As such, structures not only enable the 

exploration of different concepts of space, but through their active productivity they 

can also be used to explore other spatial dimensions. Space can be seen as a 

multiplicity without a conceptual hierarchy, which can be explored through the 

interactions of these multiple conceptualisations. This is a recursive or mise-en-abyme 

(see Chapter Two) method of analysis, in which space, through its conceptualisations 

and agencies, constructs itself as a productive device. 
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Taking as its point of departure the suggestion in the first chapter (and also in 

this authorÕs previous work, listed in the Appendix), structures will be understood in 

this chapter as constituents of enacted order, and space will be envisioned in its 

relational capacity as the infinite set of experiences that make up such an order, even 

if it is a ÔbastardÕ or khoratic one. In order to observe structures from this perspective, 

the encounter between the encyclopaedia and the diagram in The Mouth of the 

Monster and the Hollow Body will be understood as a material expression of multiple 

structures where all three types of conceptualisations of space exist on the same level 

and at the same time. This does not, however, imply a synchronicity but a concurrent 

coexistence, not only because it is not a matter of time (chronos), as chronology is in 

opposition to temporality, but also because they do not move at the same rhythm. In 

particular, the dichotomy between container and contained is dissolved because the 

boundaries between them become rarefied as the two dimensions inform each other. 

This allows not only for the presence of the two dimensions of space  Ð container and 

content Ð but also for the physical/ÔrealÕ and the abstract/conceptual dimensions of 

space to come together in a non-reductive, creative mode, while taking into account 

non-linearity, breaks and discontinuities. 

In this way, this chapter presents the work, The Mouth of the Monster and the 

Hollow Body, as a compound of the structures that space fabricates in its multiple 

dimensions. These are made up of the interactions, folds, coalescence and 

evanescence of the three types of conceptualisations of space, and are driven by an 

enacted perspective. Through The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body it is 

argued that a structure, particularly when worked on and explored through visual 

materials (but also artistic practice), can be used as an active methodological device to 

explore the ontology of space by means of a thought experiment. In this way, it 
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produces a Ôkhoratic ontologyÕ in which space constructs itself. 

 

 

The Encyclopaedia, the Narrative and Non-linearity  

!

Starting with the idea of the caption as comprising such elements as title, author, date 

and location to introduce each image in The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body, and then confronting this notion with the actual visual material, this chapter has 

arrived at the idea of the encyclopaedic entry. The tension over the composition of the 

caption grew from questioning the materiality of the image Ð that is, asking whether 

the caption should reflect: 1) the initial work from which an image was made; 2) the 

specific digital image chosen; 3) the transformations applied to the image as they are 

presented in The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body, with each multi-

coloured image modified by transforming it into monotone and then attributing a hue 

to the monotone; 4) what is being seen, and therefore a description of the image, 

which in turn leads to the fact that what is being seen cannot be divorced from the 

reason why it is being seen; 5) the reason behind the choice of the image. However, 

the reason behind the choice of the image I driven itself by a multiplicity as there is 6) 

the aesthetic and affective dimensions guiding that choice; 7) what the image is 

addressing, which again provokes a set of questions concerning the thing or things 

that the image accounts for; 8) the multiple meanings of each image 9) and the set of 

constructed categories (monsters, demons, fear, hell, mouth, eating, speaking, 

screaming, body, blood, urine, excrement, food, medicine, illness, astrology, 
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metamorphosis, reincarnation, resurrection, heaven) that drive the multiple narratives 

present in The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body. 

In addition, all these aspects then reveal a multiplicity of authors: from the 

person who initially makes the work to the extended context of its creation, those who 

make interventions over time on what is seen, the owners of the image and the context 

of its fruition. As such, there are multiples images or traces (materialities) present in 

every image that is observed; a meshwork of forces constituting and transforming it at 

every moment. The image keeps unfolding in multiple directions, in an infinite 

process. As a result, the impossibility of containing the image in the caption impels 

the creation of the encyclopaedia.  

Each entry in the encyclopaedia is therefore built from the reason for the 

inclusion of the image in The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body as well as 

from scholarly textual knowledge, caption references and various sorts of literary 

information regarding the presence of mythological figures. Presenting all these 

elements combined in a single entry creates friction as they rub against each other. 

This is particularly triggered by the inclusion of the caption at the same level as the 

other elements, as a caption is usually presented side by side with the image and read 

in a separate moment and place to the body of the text in order not to disturb the flow 

of the main (apparently more important) narrative. An ambiguity is thus created over 

what a caption is: a description of an image, an informed piece of writing on each 

image or the construction of an argument? Eliminating the hierarchical subservience 

of the caption to the main body of a piece of writing and introducing it as a foreign 

element into the textual narrative(s) creates ambiguity and instability. The 

encyclopaedic entry is metamorphosed into a monster (one of the main elements 

informing The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body). How then is this monster, 
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the out-of-order, ÔbastardÕ element to be dealt with when reading the entry? Is it 

superseded, surpassed, forgotten or eliminated, hated for its disturbing presence? The 

impossibility of this element introduced by the visual work makes it an excellent 

device for working through this question; it does not hide, but on the contrary, makes 

explicit what could be called a ÔbastardÕ, khoratic, and therefore spatial epistemology. 

Through its encyclopaedic form, The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body intends to dethrone the notion that images can be read. It seeks to show that this 

is a reductive venture not only because the images do not constitute a single narrative, 

but also because they are not text: they do not exist on a linguistic level (or not only 

on a linguistic level). Discussing the images through their association with the 

encyclopaedic form propels 1) the idea that there is no single narrative contained 

within each image, just as there is no single narrative in the collected set of images, 

thus 2) the beholder is solicited to actively engage in the formation of multiple 

narratives, both present and potential. Consequently, The Mouth of the Monster and 

the Hollow Body assumes a non-linear and non-representational form, revealing its 

dialogic nature. This is reached through the interaction between the beholder and each 

image and between the images as a whole (via cross-references); the presence of 

multiple images in the aforementioned categories; and the presence of multiple 

individual and overall narratives19 about their concurrent coexistence in The Mouth of 

the Monster and the Hollow Body. As such, the encyclopaedic form dismisses 

intentionality as its creation is distributed over several contributors, and as a result, 

the structural aspect of the work is actively emplaced. How then are the encyclopaedic 

entries organised? The strategy is to sequence the entries as if the circle were being 

  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 The overall dimension of the narratives is presented in Chapter Five. 
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read from left to right, top to bottom. But even such an apparently simple task 

becomes complicated because The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body is not 

an orthogonal grid. The search for such a grid, and the impossibility of constructing 

one, forces the encyclopaedic form to interact with the diagrammatic form. 

 

 

The Circle, the Square, Squaring the Circle and the Diagram 

 

In the Timaeus, Plato selected the circle as the perfect form because every point on its 

perimeter is the same distance from its centre. This ÔperfectÕ geometry guarantees a 

positive outcome. In a circle, there are no privileged positions, no hierarchies, no 

categorical dominance and even the centre is a reproduction of the circle itself. This 

aspect of the circle reveals its importance when creating a structure that does not 

privilege a particular beginning but can start anywhere, that does not go to a specific 

place and that has no end. The lack of a stipulated beginning opens up the possibility 

for the co-existence of multiple (non-linear) narratives: interlaced stories that inform 

each other, that share the same elements. However, in The Mouth of the Monster and 

the Hollow Body it is not possible to define the circle precisely Ð to draw a delimiting 

border with an inside and an outside. Although we can sense the line that encircles all 

the images, it is only present through its perceived absence. The presence of the 

encircling line is at the same time absent due to the limits of its visual composition, 

which is informed by the distance and shape of the gaps between the individual 

images that constitute the overall work. As a result, the lineÕs visibility (and its degree 
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of physical existence) oscillates at times between a state of crescendo, visibility or 

presence and a state of dimming or fading away. Squares/rectangles (the format of the 

selected images) strive to fully constitute a circle, but one that is only apparent and 

can never be actualised. Faced with this quixotic demand, squares/rectangles open up 

gaps between the images, forcing them to interact with each other. 

As a result, a new dimension is created Ð not only that of the relations, 

sympathetic energies and flows, but also that of the breaks, disconnections and 

tensions within the whole that is The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body. The 

never-to-be-actualised circle creates instability and tension, in which background 

competes with foreground, but it also encourages an interaction that can be explored. 

However, even squares/rectangles are not always present: the instability, tension and 

interaction between foreground and background is thus augmented in some images by 

the absence of a geometrical framing. The removal of the square/rectangle lets the 

image, bereft of its own background, merge with the circle. The visual tension of 

circle and square/rectangle that permeates The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow 

Body performs and informs the tensions between different conceptualisations of 

space, while the geometric impossibility of squaring the circle makes visible and 

tangible the impossibility of speaking of space (its ÔunutterabilityÕ) and of fully 

understanding its existence. The sense of constantly falling into itself Ð the mise-en-

abyme discussed above Ð is mirrored in the diagram as it explores the infinitude of the 

image by creating a further image out of the multiple visual materials. Not only is 

each single image a repository of multiple narratives, each infinite in itself, but their 

conjugation also produces another bigger infinity Ð a facet of the diagram that echoes 

the ÔRussian dollÕ image of space introduced in the first chapter. Space is therefore an 

infinite series of spaces existing successively one inside the other, and all these spaces 
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are themselves infinite.  

This larger infinity is particularly enhanced by the fact that the images in The 

Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body have not been created in the same context 

or framework. Thus other systems of relations besides those of region and historical 

period need to be put in place, systems that even lie beyond the network formed by 

the connections between the words ÔmouthÕ, ÔmonsterÕ and Ôhollow bodyÕ and their 

adjacent categories (presented above). Each image, because it is decontextualised, is 

an archaeological artefact, an orphan-image whose origin cannot be traced but only 

imagined in all its possibilities. This process is performed through 1) the abstract, 

conceptual, imaginative and immaterial dimensions of the images; 2) their physical, 

ÔrealÕ materialities and the interaction between these dimensions in the act of drawing  

(enacting) the diagram that constitutes the whole; and 3) the extension of the diagram 

beyond itself, exerting its agency through the animation of the energies and 

imagination of those who come into contact with it and who further inform The Mouth 

of the Monster and the Hollow Body and are informed by it. 

Several different topologies are activated through engagement with The Mouth 

of the Monster and the Hollow Body: the fluid blood, the gaseous cloud, the 

interaction between multiple types of regions and locations, and the networks of 

influences, institutions, technologies and actors. Nevertheless, The Mouth of the 

Monster and the Hollow Body surpasses the collection of all these combinations of 

structures because it is a consistent, homogeneous and affective whole that yet 

follows a ÔbastardÕ, khoratic, spatial order. This, it is argued, is due to the 

impossibility of constricting aesthetic experience (in this case, the experience of 

visual materials) in the domain of language. Visual materials cannot be reduced to a 

descriptive act, whether it speaks for a part or for the totality, as they cross 
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dimensions that cannot be factored into such a description. Consequently, The Mouth 

of the Monster and the Hollow Body works through multiple facets of space, some of 

them unutterable, even unknowable, and in this way it enacts the paradoxical nature 

of space, in which opposing conceptualisations cease to struggle among themselves 

but instead work together, constituting each other. 
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The Encyclopaedia of The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body 

 

 

 

Figure h Ð The Mouth of the Monster and the Hollow Body (catalogue of images) 
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1 Ð A diagram in the form of an arrow: but to what does it signal? Does it point towards the beginning? 

Is it the beginning of the world? The signs or beings that constitute the circle of the zodiac Ð the path 

along which the earthly year is reflected in the sky Ð take the form of the human body: some crawl 

along, others just stand by, while yet others become inscribed in the body. Who does it welcome with 

open arms? Or is this body rising to the skies or to that other sky Ð heaven Ð with the force of an 

arrow? Maybe this arrow is just opening up room for the body to exist and breathe amongst the text 

that frames it. But is the man releasing the arrow to frame the text or is the arrow framing the man? 

The tightness in the page of the text, arrow, body and zodiac signs allows for a duality in the reading, 

in which the essence that controls and guides the form of each element can be inverted. The opposing 

or counter-actions that inform the page Ð the text, the arrow, the body and the zodiac signs Ð are 

caught in a meshwork of entangled forces. Such interplay can be extended to the point at which there 

is no direction to the reading of what informs what or where it started to take form Ð the conditions, 

limitations, axioms that shaped the context for this convergence or unity to exist. The place in which 

the man opens up a space for himself, and for us to follow him, is an ambiguous one. This place Ð the 

background Ð is a delimited shape in which a grid of vertical and horizontal lines are lightened by 

light-coloured dots at each intersection of lines. The tip of the arrow is vertically divided in two 

through the use of different colours, which are inverted on the bottom of the arrow, creating an 

heraldic background. However, looking at the tip of the arrow, where the grid is most expressive, the 

left, darker side resembles the sky bright with stars, a space that opens up endlessly; the right, lighter 

side almost becomes an earthly brick wall or a flattened geometric pattern that makes the arrow an 

arrow instead of an opening into another space, another dimension. Thus Zodiac Man, with the signs 

of the zodiac associated with various parts of his body, is portrayed on an arrow-shaped, parti-

coloured ground with text on either side. ÔZodiac ManÕ in (late 14th century) treatise on medicine and 

the zodiac. The Bodleian Library, Oxford University, Oxford, MS Ashmole 391, part V, f. 9r, illus.    

 

2 Ð At night, running through the high reeds Ð highly contrasted black and white reeds Ð a demon with 

white horns and long black hair emerges. With his arms wide open, his body (dressed in a white 

garment) takes the shape of a cross. Pitch-black and dazzle-white alternate and become the negatives 

of each other. The negation of the welcoming, wide-open arms is the barrier of unspeakable fear that 

only leaves room for a wide-open mouth that screams at the confrontation with the fearsome, the 
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unknown, the barrier that prevents the continuation of the path. Onibaba (still) (1964). Directed by 

Kaneto Shind™ [Film]. 

 

3 Ð The separation between demon and human becomes blurred, and the way is open for human to 

become demon. The demon turns into a woman with a mask, maybe an evil woman with a mask; 

however, when the mask is taken off it does not reveal the woman but a new demon. The separation 

between demon and woman, however, does not only lie in the thickness of a mask that limits the 

extension into either side (the human side or the opposing demonic side): in order for the woman to 

become a demon, she needs to fuse with the demonic (as materialised in the mask) because, despite 

the potential for evil in the woman, it is still not enough to make her a demon. Becoming a demon not 

only involves making visible what has been invisible until now or in a personÕs transformation: that 

person needs to cross the limits of being human, the place which humans inhabit, a journey that can 

only be made through contact with a powerful being. As for the human being observing this process, 

witnessing the ÔbecomingÕ of the demon and knowing the process that transformed the woman into 

the demon is enough to enable them to articulate the experience in speech. In this new confrontation 

with the demon, the mouth no longer screams but speaks. Onibaba (still) (1964). Directed by Kaneto 

Shind™ [Film]. 

 

4 Ð Food has not always Ð if it has ever Ð been just about nourishing the body. During medieval times in 

the West food was part of a complex system of interrelations that supported medical practice. As a 

consequence, a dietary system drawn up in accordance with a personÕs general complexion was a 

fundamental asset (Siraisi, 1990, p.120). For instance, Siraisi (1990, p. 121) states: Ò[Although] [t]he 

individuality is somewhat illusionary, since much of the advice comes from Avicenna (indeed, some 

of the dietary recommendations can be traced back to Hippocrates); but the learned medical author 

[Savonarola] was careful to introduce distinctions between foods suitable for nobles such as Borso 

and their courtiers and those appropriate for lesser mortals. Increased variety and refinement of foods 

and methods of food preparation available to the wealthy in later medieval and renaissance Europe 

may have fostered interest outside the medical profession in ancient medical theories about the 

relation between food and physical health.Ó In order to follow such dietary requirements, treatises 
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that compiled lists of ingredients and dispensed instructions on how to use them medicinally became 

common items for European princes (Siraisi, 1990). Revealing the complexity and intricacy of 

medieval medicine, these treatises also discussed the air and the atmosphere, movement and rest, 

sleep and wakefulness, secretions and excretions, states of mind, hygiene and sexual intercourse 

(ibid). The idea of opposing states of being or ÔnaturesÕ appeared to rule the system, creating a 

geometrical and rectilinear grid; however, the combination of opposing states with other states 

required the grid to be open enough to include the multiplicity of changes arising from these 

combinations. ÔPork ButcherÕ in School of Giovannino deÕ Grassi (after Ububehasym Baldach o Ibn 

Butlan) (14th century) Theatrum Sanitatis. Biblioteca Casanatense, Rome, MS 4182, illus. 

 

5 Ð One of the foods that played a major role in medicine was the mandragora or mandrake root, whose 

soporific (but also hallucinogenic) effects meant that it was prized as an anaesthetic (Dixon, 2003, 

pp.188-189).  In this scientific illustration from the seventeenth century, the mandragora is deprived 

of its magical and alchemical dimensions. However, the naturalistic illustration still betrays, in the 

careful organisation of its leaves, a belief in the earlier interpretations Ð they frame the white flowers 

in the shape of an arch and are displayed in such a way that the root can also be perfectly observed. 

With its gallant head, the root has the shape of a human body with its legs interlaced and is 

reminiscent of the tradition in which it derives its powers from the ÔdeathÕ of the miniaturised human 

being it embodies. This is an illustration that stands between the truth-to-nature archetype of 

Linnaeus, as Daston and Galison observe in Objectivity ([2007] 2009), and the singularity of the 

monstrous thing in which nature reveals itself in a different dimension or layer. ÔMandragora 

FaeminaÕ in Bry, Johannes Theodorus de (1641) Florilegium Renovatum et Auctum: variorum 

maximeque rariorum germinum, forum ac plantarum. Frankfurt: M. Merian, illus. 

 

6 Ð For the Daoists, the spirits that inhabit the body distilled its juices, transforming matter into the 

essential vapours that constitute the breath, Òthe special site of this celestial transmutation being the 

internal organs, whose number, five, signals their central positionÓ (Levi, 1989, p. 115), but which 

also correspond to a cosmic element and its movement, to a colour, a space and a cardinal direction. 

Thus the organs need to be supplied with the cosmic and primordial breath (ibid). It was the value of 
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breath and its role in the wellbeing not only of the body but also of the cosmos that made these 

breathing exercises fundamental to Daoist philosophy (ibid). ÒBaduan jin µ�•6
  or Eight Lengths of 

Brocade Method collected in the Taoist Canon, a thirteenth century Qi Gong technique was 

illustrated with text ascribed to the immortal Zhongli QuanÓ (YeYoung Culture Studies, no date). 

 

7 Ð A metope was a relief panel that ornamented the outside of the Parthenon. This particular metope 

comes from a set from the south side of the exterior Doric frieze and it depicts the battle between the 

Lapiths (aided by the Athenian king Theseus) and the Centaurs (Perseus Digital Library, no date). In 

the metope, as in the battle, the Centaurs, mythical creatures, are shown as inhabiting the same plane 

as the human beings; both share the same space, the same reality. In ancient Greece, the distance 

between mythical creatures and humans, in terms of their cosmological status, was substantial 

because they were believed to exist on different ontological levels; physically, however, they were 

extremely close. The physical proximity was not only related to the spatial distance separating them Ð 

the Centaur is depicted within the reach of the manÕs hand Ð but also to their bodily resemblance. 

One half of the Centaur is human and there are no anatomical differences in this part of his body with 

the body of the man. They are both made of flesh Ð flesh that structures and gives solidity to their 

shape. According to Kuriyama ([2002] 2006), for classical Greece, a full and compact shape moulded 

by the flesh was the Ôanatomical answerÕ for the desired attributes of solidity, stability, permanence 

and ultimately immortality. Kalamis (attributed to) (447- 432 BC) Centaur and Lapith in Combat 

[High relief]. Parthenon Gallery, British Museum, London. 

 

8 Ð As a consequence of the Greek aspiration to possess the solid body of more perfect beings Ð the body 

of the hero or the god Ð their sculptures display extremely well-defined bodies. But at times this 

desire to convey the solidity that comes with the conflation of the body with supernatural forces is 

revealed in the exaggerated portrayal of bulging flesh (Kuriyama, [2002] 2006). Despite the 

immediate suggestion of an extremely well-muscled body, these lumps of flesh, according to 

Kuriyama ([2002] 2006), do not necessarily portray anatomical muscles; rather, they reveal the desire 

for perfection Ð a desire that was still present in Hellenistic sculptures even though anatomical 

dissection had become common practice. Glykon (3rd century AD) Farnese Hercules (also known as 
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Weary Hercules) [Sculpture]. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples. [Roman copy after a 4th-

century BC bronze original by Lysippos]. 

 

9 Ð Associated with the description of bodily perfection is the idea of articulation: a healthy, strong body 

is one that is well-articulated, with a structure that supports itself and prompts action, like the body of 

an athlete. The importance of the idea of articulation is also present in language (Kuriyama, [2002] 

2006, p. 136). This can be seen firstly in the understanding that the Greeks had of speech itself: the 

articulation of the voice by means of the tongue (ibid), and secondly (as mentioned above) in the 

introduction into Greek grammar of a new element, the article, which enabled the transformation of 

an adjective into a noun (Vernant, 1983, p. 347). In this way, the mouth returns to prominence. It is 

the mouth that utters articulated speech, but it is also the mouth that names things and hence is able to 

categorise beings such as the Centaur. ÔAn athlete tying a band around his head after a victory in an 

athletic contestÕ (Norris, 2000, p. 127) Ð Diadumenos. Roman copy in marble from around first 

century BC found in Delos. The original was a bronze statue probably from Polykleitos (or 

Polyclitus).  

 

10 Ð ÒIn the ninth image, since the meri or esophagus (which is the same thing) through which food and 

drink pass from the mouth to the entry of the stomach cannot be demonstrated, because it is covered 

by the trachea or pipe of the lungs (which is the same thing) as well as by the lungs, and because the 

meri or esophagus is positioned on top of the spinal cord or vertebrae of the neck and shoulders, right 

down to the entrance of the stomach (which meri at the entrance to the stomach is called the ÔmouthÕ 

of the stomach), I have made an effort to represent the meri alone in a single image. For it is highly 

necessary that this member, the meri, be actually demonstrated, because plasters are necessary for 

this meri and Ômouth of the stomach,Õ and it will be necessary to apply [the plaster] on the back, since 

the way to the meri is shorter from the back than from the front, given that the chest and lungs are on 

top of itÓ (Vigevano [trs. by Wallis], [1345] 2010, p. 245). ÔEsophagus and Digestive TractÕ [Vellum] 

in Vigevano, Guido of (1345) Liber notabilium Philippi Septimi, francorum regis, a libris Galieni 

extractus (The Book of Notable Matters, dedicated to the French king Philip VII). MusŽe CondŽ, 

France, MS 334/569, f. 9, illus. 
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11 Ð Ò[This chart] deals with poultry. Item no. 110, reading across from left to right, informs us that 

roosters are dry and hot, that they have these qualities in the second degree, that the best kind to eat 

are those that crow temperately, that their meat is specially good for patients suffering from colic, 

that it may cause irritation of the stomach that can be avoided if the birds are tired out before they are 

slaughtered, that it provides nourishment engendering the humor bile and is recommended for people 

of frigid complexion, in old age, in winter, and in northern regionsÓ (Siraisi, 1990, p. 123). This is a 

table that is also a geometrical drawing: is this geometry an embellishment or part of a way of 

presenting the image, in which the graphic dimension of the text has as much importance as its 

content? ÔTable of PoultryÕ [Velum] in Codex Fritz Paneth (a handbook on health based on an 

eleventh century Arabic version printed in Bologna), Harvey Cushing/John Hay Whitney Medical 

Library, Yale University Library, New Haven, MS 28, f. 718, illus. 

 

12 Ð The Griffon (or Griffin), according to Jorge Luis Borges ([1967] 2002, pp. 73-74), is a winged 

monster, partly eagle, partly lion, which during medieval times possessed a contradictory symbolism 

Ð sometimes it was portrayed as the Devil, and at other times as an emblem of Christ at the 

Resurrection. The Griffon thus exists both as an evil monster and as a figure that stands for the holy 

process of resurrection, binding together the two opposing realms of heaven and hell. Roman 

Byzantine mosaics from a peristyle court, possibly from the reign of the Byzantine emperor Justinian 

I (r. 527-565). Griffin Devouring a Lizard [Mosaic]. Great Palace Mosaic Museum, Istanbul. 

 

13 Ð ÒLicetus, writing in 1634, and Zahn, in 1696, give the accompanying picture of a monster born at 

Ravenna in 1511 or 1512. It had a horn on the top of its head, two wings, was without arms, and only 

one leg like that of a bird of prey. It had an eye in its knee, and was of both sexes. It had the face and 

body of a man, except in the lower part, which was covered with feathersÓ (Ashton, 1890, pp. 173-

74). Is this a more contemporary version of the Harpies, this time represented as a single presence, 

with its mythological genealogy replaced by the story of the ÔcommonÕ birth of a freak? Ashton, John 

(1890) Curious Creatures in Zoology. London: John C. Nimmo, p. 174, illus. 

 






























































































































































































































































