
University of Plymouth

PEARL https://pearl.plymouth.ac.uk

04 University of Plymouth Research Theses 01 Research Theses Main Collection

2016

Duchamp Meets Turing: Art,

Modernism, Posthuman

Galati, Gabriela

http://hdl.handle.net/10026.1/6609

http://dx.doi.org/10.24382/3796

Plymouth University

All content in PEARL is protected by copyright law. Author manuscripts are made available in accordance with

publisher policies. Please cite only the published version using the details provided on the item record or

document. In the absence of an open licence (e.g. Creative Commons), permissions for further reuse of content

should be sought from the publisher or author.



 

1 

 

Copyright Statement 

This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who 

consults it is understood to recognise that its copyright rests with its 

author and that no quotation from the thesis and no information derived 

from it may be published without the author's prior consent.



 

2 

 

DUCHAMP MEETS TURING: 

ART, MODERNISM, POSTHUMAN 

 

By 

GABRIELA GALATI 

 

A thesis submitted to the University of Plymouth 

in partial fulfilment for the degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

Faculty of Arts 

School of Art & Media 

 

November 2015 



 

3 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

I am thankful to my advisors Prof. Antonio Caronia, Prof. Pier Luigi 

Capucci, Prof. Derrick De Kerckhove, Prof. Francesco Monico and the 

T-Node PhD colleagues and staff, Prof. Roy Ascott, Prof. Mike Phillips, 

and all the other Planetary Collegium members that I’ve met during my 

research for their support and thoughtful criticism throughout the 

development of this thesis. I want to thank especially Prof. Dr. Hugo 

Mancuso for his continuous support and trust since the beginning of my 

academic career; my family (Maria del Carmen, Melina, Liliana and 

Maria Rosa) and friends for being there, even from afar. 

My warmest gratitude is extended to Amos, my partner in life and best 

peer-reviewer, without your insightful comments this text wouldn’t be 

what it is. 

 



 

4 

 

 

Author’s Declaration 

At no time during the registration for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

has the author been registered for any other University award. 

Work submitted for this research degree at the Plymouth University has 

not formed part of any other degree either at Plymouth University or at 

another establishment.  

This study was financed with the aid of a partial studentship from NABA 

Nuova Accademia di Belle Arti Milano. 

Relevant scientific seminars and conferences were regularly attended at 

which work was often presented; external institutions were visited for 

consultation purposes and several papers prepared for publication. 

Publications (or presentation of other forms of creative and performing 

work): 

Relevant Publications: 

2016 

Significante fluttuante, inconscio tecnologico e soggetto digitale. In: 

Bianchi, A. and Leghissa, G. eds. Mondi Altri. Processi di 

soggettivazione nell’era postumana a partire dal pensiero di Antonio 

Caronia.  Milano: Mimesis. 



 

5 

 

(Upcoming) Book review: Laruelle: Against the Digital, Leonardo 

Journal, 49 (2). 

2015 

Book review: Laruelle: Against the Digital, Leonardo Reviews, June 

[Internet]. Available from: 

http://leonardo.info/reviews/jun2015/galloway-galati.php 

2014 

Book review: Retracing the Expanded Field: Encounters between Art and 

Architecture, Leonardo Reviews, November [Internet]. Available from: 

http://leonardo.info/reviews/dec2014/papaetros-galati.php. 

Galati, G.-Bianchi, Amos, A. Screen is a Screen is a Screen: A Screen is 

not an Image, Techno-Ecologies II-Acoustic Space (12), Riga: RIXC, pp. 

326-242. 

Book review: Real Virtuality: About the Destruction and Multiplication 

of World, Leonardo Reviews, October [Internet]. Available e from: 

http://leonardo.info/reviews/oct2014/gehmann-galati.php. 

Bianchi, Amos-Galati, Gabriela, The Threshold. An iconological 

analysis. In: Transitions and Dissolving Boundaries in the Fantastic, 

Zurich: University of Zurich, pp. 19-28. 



 

6 

 

New Media, Old Publicness, Doppiozero, July. [Internet] Available from: 

http://www.doppiozero.com/materiali/faceoff/new-media-old-publicness 

Nuevas tecnologias y las extesiones prostéticas del 'yo’, AdVersuS, X 

(25), December 2013/April 2014, pp. 212-219. 

 Thesis on the Interface-Database Dichotomy, NoemaLab, February. 

[Internet]. Available from: http://noemalab.eu/ideas/thesis-on-the-

interface-database-dichotomy/ 

2013 

The Electronic Representation of Information:  New Relationships 

Between the Virtual Archive and its (Possible) Referent, Far and Wide, 

Leonardo Electronic Almanac, 18  (2), pp.182-187. 

Sulla dicotomia interfaccia-database, Doppiozero, December [Internet]. 

Available from: http://www.doppiozero.com/materiali/faceoff/sulla-

dicotomia-interfaccia-database. 

Interfacce: Da Brunelleschi a iOS8, Doppiozero, October [Internet]. 

Available from: http://www.doppiozero.com/materiali/faceoff/interfacce-

da-brunelleschi-ios8 

2012 



 

7 

 

Non-linear Thinking: Camilo's Theater of Memory & Warburg's Atlas 

Mnemosyne as Archive Models for the (Virtual) Conservation and 

Communication of Knowledge, Limina 2, pp. 157-162. 

 Presence, Telepresence, Images and the Self, Technoetic Arts: A Journal 

of Speculative Research 9 (2+3), Intellect Journals, pp. 129-134. 

2011 

Modelos no lineares, historia del arte y de los nuevos medios, AdVersuS 

VIII (21), December, pp. 210-219. 

La digitalizzazione e uploading dell’evento artistico, D’ARS (207), 

Autumn.  

 

Presentations and Conferences Attended: 

2015  

October 8-10 RENEWABLE FUTURES 2015: Transformative Potential 

of Art in the Age of Post-Media- RIXC Center for New Media Culture. 

Paper title: Art, Modernism, Posthuman. 

June 5-6, Logic Lane: Giornate di studio Antonio Caronia- Accademia di 

Brera di Milano. Paper title: Significante fluttuante e inconscio 

tecnologico. 



 

8 

 

2014   

April 25th , Journeys Across Media, Conference for postgraduate 

researchers - University of Reading, UK. Paper title: Digitalisation and 

Memory as Event and Repetition. 

2013  

October 8-10, Media Art Histories-RENEW- Stockholm School of 

Economics, Riga, Latvia. Paper title: The Threshold-Part III (Co-

authored with Amos Bianchi). 

2012    

September 13th -16th  Transitions and Dissolving Boundaries in the 

Fantastic-Third Annual Conference of the Gesellschaft für 

Fantastikforschung (GFF) - University of Zurich, Zurich, CH. Paper title: 

The Threshold (Co-Authored with Amos Bianchi). 

May 1st-4th Consciousness Reframed 13- Technoetic Telos: Art, Myth 

and Media Conference- Ionion Center for the Arts and Culture, 

Keffalonia, Greece. Paper title: Presence, Telepresence, Images and the 

Self. 

April 14th Digital Legacies of the Avant-Garde- The American 

University of Paris, Paris, France. Paper title: Marcel, no more painting; 

go get a job. 



 

9 

 

2011    

November 18th-19th  Always Already New. Deep Involvement in 

Education- NABA, Planetary Collegium M-Node and NoemaLab. 

Presentation title: Thesis on the Interface-Database Relationship. 

2011  October 6ht Culture Lab- Newcastle University, UK. Invited  

Lecturer. Presentation title: Thesis on the Interface-Database 

Relationship.  

September 28th-October 1st International Conference on the Histories of 

Media Art, Science and Technology Rewire - FACT-John Moores 

University, Liverpool, UK. Paper Title: Non-linear Models: Camillo's 

Theatre of Memory & Warburg's Mnemosyne Atlas as Models for 

Thinking and Writing on New Media Art History. 

September 14th-21st ISEA Istanbul- Sabanci University, Turkey. Paper 

title: The Electronic Representation of Information:  New Relationships 

Between the Virtual Archive and  Its (Possible) Referent. 

February 19th TATE Gallery Liverpool, - FACT. The Electronic 

Superhighway: Inter-art Practice, Reality and the Information 

Age Postgraduate Research Forum. Paper title: The Electronic 

Representation of Information:  New Relationships Between the Virtual 

Archive and its (Possible) Referent. 

2010   



 

10 

 

December 16-17-18 NABA, Milan, Symposium Planetary Collegium M-

Node in partnership with NoemaLab.  Paper title: Non-linear Thinking: 

Camilo's Theatre of Memory & Warburg's Atlas Mnemosyne as Archive 

Models for the (Virtual) Conservation and Communication of 

Knowledge. 

 

Word count of main body of thesis: 73.292 

Signed…………………………………… 

Date:  November 24, 2015.  

 



 

11 

 

 

 

To my father, Mario.  

To Antonio Caronia.



 

12 

 

Duchamp Meets Turing: Art, Modernism, Posthuman 

Gabriela Galati 

In her book How We Became Posthuman (1999), Katherine Hayles analysed 

the process through which the conception of the liberal humanist subject led the 

way to the posthuman subject, a subject who lives in complete entwinement 

with the digital. This process, however, was not innocuous: it made the 

(fallacious) perception that information could do without material instantiation 

pervasive within many fields of knowledge, a process that Hayles contends 

originates in the Macy Conferences and the evolution of cybernetic theory. 

This research identifies an analogous process within the artistic realm:  when 

Clement Greenberg delineated the concepts of opticality and colour field as the 

main characteristics that “defined” Modernist painting, he conceived of these in 

a purely disembodied subject (Krauss 1993). In this context, this work proposes 

to consider that the actual overcoming of modernism comes along with the 

advent of the posthuman, tracing its origin to Marcel Duchamp and his 

invention of the readymade, and not with postmodernism, the theoretical 

consistency of which, at least in the artistic field, this research will question. A 

first aim of this work will be to unify the main concepts and theories of the 

artistic field with those of cybernetics, to bring together ‘Turing land’ and 

‘Duchamp land’ (Manovich 1996).  

For achieving this, digitalisation processes are not to be understood as 

representations of some material reality, but rather as ontological repetitions 
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through which difference is conveyed. This is why the consideration of the 

temporal dimension of the archive as event is fundamental for understanding 

that the archive can only exist in its change, in its movement, in its action, in 

its metamorphosis, and thus the relevance of digitalisation processes in this 

regard becomes evident. Therefore, the archive is not only an issue of memory, 

but also a question yet to come, of conformation both of the future and 

subjectivities (Derrida 1967b, 1995).  

In this context, the present work advances the emergence of a digital subject 

with the emergence of new media, and theorises that the constitution of this 

subject happens by assuming a ‘point of view’ (Deleuze 1988) in the 

technological unconscious (Vaccari 1979). Reflecting upon the effects of 

digitalisation and actualisation (Deleuze 1968) on the subject, on how the 

digitised artwork and event affects, and changes, the subject observing and 

interacting with it, the present research will demonstrate that it is pertinent to 

talk about a subject who is embodied in the digital. In this sense, if the 

digitised artwork in the archive needs a subject to be actualised, this process 

also has its consequences for the subject. Therefore, the digital subject is the 

possibility of actualisation of the archive, and at the same time changes with it: 

she assumes an always-different ‘point of view’ constituted for her by the 

floating signifier in the technological unconscious.  

All these theories, which are part of the posthuman, are presented as the actual 

overcoming of modernism to show that the readymade as medium is, at the 
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same time, both one of the points of rupture and the key link to bring back new 

media and art theory as art at large. 

 

Keywords: difference-repetition-digitalisation-archive-event-

embodiment-technological unconscious-subjectivities-modernism-

readymade-posthuman 
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The present research is about new media and art theory and practice. It 

pursues the possibility of bringing these practices together to reconstruct, 

or propose a way to reconstruct, the (broken) feedback loop between both 

worlds, which has left many loose ends in both realms. As it will be 

explained below, ‘Turing land and Duchamp land’ (Manovich 1996) 

should actually be one land.  

Lev Manovich wrote a short, provocative article on the web platform 

Rhizome in 1996—dramatically entitled ‘The Death of Computer Art’—

stating that a convergence between Turing land and Duchamp land would 

never happen. As can be easily intuited, Duchamp land refers to the 

mainstream, object-oriented world of contemporary art, whilst Turing 

land refers to all new media, art made with computers, the characteristics 

of which the author describes as: 

1) Oriented towards the "content." [...] 
2) "Complicated." [...] 
3) Ironic, self-referential, and often literally destructive 
attitude towards its material, i.e., its technology, be it canvas, 
glass, motors, electronics, etc. [...] 
Let us now look at Turing-land. As we will see, Turing-land 
is characterized by directly opposing characteristics: 
1) Orientation towards new, state-of-the-art computer 
technology, rather than "content." [...] 
2) "Simple" and usually lacking irony. See below. 
3) Most important, objects in Turing-land take technology 
which they use always seriously. 
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      (Manovich 1996) 

 

Manovich’s article is obviously provocative. It has many accurate 

observations, but it is not, and doesn’t intend to be, exhaustive. Instead, 

the text functions more like an avant-gardist manifesto, aimed at creating 

some kind of response from the public, and even a bit of scandal. 

That said, Manovich’s claim that the mainstream art world does not pay 

attention to what he calls ‘computer art’ because it is process-oriented 

rather than object-oriented doesn’t suffice—nor does the assumption that 

the art market ignores computer art because there is nothing clear to sell. 

The market and art institutions have absorbed and virtually deactivated 

the subversive power and the intention of de-commoditising the artistic 

object of all conceptual art and institutional critique art—as becomes 

evident through the presence of artworks by such authors as Joseph 

Kosuth, Lawrence Weiner, Robert Barry, Art & Language, Daniel Buren, 

Marcel Broodthaers, or Hans Haacke, just to name the most famous, in 

the collections of the main museums, and main auctions houses and 

commercial galleries of the world. Part of Manovich’s provocation 

regarding computer art lies in his contention that it takes itself too 

seriously and doesn’t convey the element of irony that anyone worth 

calling themselves a follower of Duchamp would instil in a work. 

Although this claim is not entirely accurate—one need only think of Jodi, 
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or Olia Lialina, or Eva and Franco Mattes—it hints at part of the 

problem. Much computer or new media art is still fascinated with the 

medium in itself, as if using technology, chiefly state-of-the-art 

technology, would be enough to make a high quality artwork. This is of 

course not the case with the aforementioned authors, and it is not by 

chance that the Mattes couple are among the ones to have actually had 

success in both ‘lands’. Yet it cannot be underlined enough that new 

media art has to develop a coherent and ambitious aesthetic canon by 

overcoming this sort of ‘Narcissus Narcosis Syndrome’ (McLuhan1964: 

41), which in his famous Playboy interview in 1969, McLuhan defined as 

follows:  

It's a process rather like that which occurs to the body under shock 
or stress conditions, or to the mind in line with the Freudian 
concept of repression. I call this peculiar form of self-hypnosis 
Narcissus narcosis, a syndrome whereby man remains as unaware 
of the psychic and social effects of his new technology as a fish of 
the water it swims in. As a result, precisely at the point where a 
new media-induced environment becomes all pervasive and 
transmogrifies our sensory balance, it also becomes invisible. 
(1969) 

 

Otherwise it cannot, and will not, be considered art. As Armin Medosch 

mentioned in his keynote at the Renewable Futures Conference in Riga, 

this kind of use of technology for art-making often results in a ‘one trick 

pony’ (Medosch 2015), a kind of sideshow curiosity that will soon lose 

its currentness, and of course interest. 
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Still, this is not enough to explain the almost impenetrable divide 

between both fields. The sixth chapter will explain, as Magda Bijvoet has 

suggested (1996), how by 1975 almost everyone in the field at the time 

seemed to have lost interest and moved forward in other directions 

following a brief moment in which the collaborations and contaminations 

between art and technology seemed possible. Leaving aside the 

particular, practical and personal problems in the collaborations 

themselves, from the point of view of the critique and theory on the field, 

Bijvoet identified a critical issue: theorists and critics with a classical art 

historical formation did not have the tools to understand the more 

experimental and processual approach that was taking place at the 

moment. She was especially referring to the critical fortune of the 9 

Evenings event. In short, these critics couldn’t see the interest in these 

kind of experiences and were focused exclusively on the results, 

expecting a finished artwork—if object-based, even better. Yet other 

theorists with a more “cybernetic” background, such as Jack Burnham1, 

could appreciate the effort and interest of bringing together the 

endeavours and research of artists and technologists, despite the technical 

problems that arose at the time (Bijvoet 1996). 

                                                
1 Jack Wesley Burnham Jr., born in New York in 1931, is the author of Beyond Modern 
Sculpture: The Effects of Science and Technology on the Sculpture of Our Time, 1968, 
and curator of Software-Information technology: Its New Meaning for Art at the Jewish 
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However, these hypotheses still do not explain why forty years after the 

moment identified by Bijvoet as the definitive split in two lands2, the 

issue is still being discussed3. More importantly, these theories do not 

address why the situation has not changed very much. In this context, this 

research proposes an exhaustive analysis of some key concepts on digital 

and art theory to be able to identify some breaking points and propose, in 

some cases, an alternative theory and point of view that can, hopefully, 

not only allow a suitable explanation of the aforementioned split, but also 

work to bring both ‘lands’ back together.  

With this aim, this text examines digitalisation processes in relation to the 

artistic field and culture at large, and how these affect and are affected by 

the archive and complex subjectivities. In this sense, this research 

proposes to consider digitalisation in terms of difference and repetition 

(Deleuze 1968) to avoid any risk of considering it in terms of 

representation, so that digitalisation and memory, and thus the (digital) 

archive can all be considered as kinds of repetition. Moreover, it 

proposes Jacques Derrida’s conception of signification as constant 

deferral as a complementary model to further explain the continual 

feedback loops between material and non-material dimensions and 

                                                
2 This date is aproximate: For instance, Jean-Francois Lyotard’s notorious exhibition 
Les Immatériaux at the Centre Pompidou in Paris took place in 1985. 

3 An outstanding compendium of this on-going discussion is the recent publication 
Mass Effect. Art and the Internet in the Twenty-First Century (Cornell, L. and Halter, E. 
eds. 2015)  
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digitalisation processes as a web, a fabric in constant construction and 

modification.  

This line of reasoning leads this research to conceptualise all so-called 

reality, following Deleuze (1967, 1968), in terms of simulacra: simulacra 

that do not have any positive or negative connotation, but are the logical 

consequence of the elimination of any conception of thought in terms of 

representation. If original and copy do not exist anymore, all that remains 

is simulacra, repetition with no original. 

Furthermore, in this context, to think of the archive is unavoidable, not 

considered only in the pedestrian sense of “the Web as virtual archive”—

although it certainly is one—but also in its constant and inseparable 

intertwining of digital and material. If the archive is to be kept alive and 

not become some kind of fossilised and dead dimension, it has to be 

defined as an event (Deleuze 1988), and memory as repetition, as well as 

a projection to the future (Derrida 1967b, 1995). The archive is not only 

the apparatus (Foucault 1977; Agamben 2006) that saves the past, but it 

also constructs its own conditions of possibility and reading. 

All of these processes are actualised (Deleuze 1968, 1988; Lévy 1995) in 

the subjects, who, assuming a point of view in the plane of immanence of 

the technological unconscious, also change (Foucault 1969), and are thus 

constituted as digital subjects. More specifically, the conception of 

embodiment will be defined in the digital as a collective dimension that 
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enables the subject to constitute itself through assuming a point of view. 

The conceptualisation of a technological unconscious, as well as Varela, 

Thompson and Rosch’s (1991) conception of embodied cognition and 

enactment, open the possibility of thinking of an embodiment in the 

digital. Reintroducing the phenomenological perspective, particularly that 

of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945), the authors argue that organisms and 

cognitive agents build their image and perception of the world by 

interacting and acting in it as situated living bodies (1991: 35, 165-7). 

Thus, evidently, cognition does not unfold only through neural activity 

but also through and in the body.  

However, this process of the constitution of the posthuman that seems 

exclusive to digital technologies began some time ago. In the artistic field 

at least it can be identified in the work of Marcel Duchamp, particularly 

in his invention of the readymade. Key elements from Duchamp’s artistic 

practice have been singled out as the missing links that rebuilds the 

feedback loop between digital and non-digital artistic theories: the 

readymade, the inclusion of mechanised processes and the conception of 

intertwined machinic and organic subjectivities. These same elements 

help understand the actual overcoming of modernism—not in 

postmodernism, which is only its continuation and which has not 

developed any theoretical tools that would define it as a different theory 

or approach, but in the posthuman. The conceptualisation and 

understanding of a posthumanist subject identifies a new kind of 
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subjectivity that accepts the trespassing of its own boundaries, both 

bodily and psychological—continuously intertwining with both human 

and non-human entities and digital and analog environments. This 

posthumanist subject is what I will call complex subjectivities, digital 

subjects, or subjects embodied in the digital. And for the understanding 

of its constitution the conceptual development of the role of the floating 

signifier in the technological unconscious as a plane of immanence is 

fundamental. Its aim is to broaden the aforementioned definition of the 

posthuman, not only to expand its explicative power, but also to 

introduce the collective dimension that technologies allow in the 

conformation of new subjectivities. Moreover, it completes the 

reconstruction of the feedback loop between cybernetics and art theories.  

This text consists in six chapters, all of which have a first part that 

examines the selected theoretical framework to explain and discuss the 

main concepts that the chapter will deal with. The primary concept, or 

concepts, is most often the title of each respective chapter, while the 

second part uses the tools introduced by the first part to discuss a certain 

topic and/or to propose a new reading. In general, case studies are 

intercalated in the second part of each chapter or at the end.  

Given that one of the main aims of this research is to identify the critical 

points in which the chasm between new media art and traditional art—or 

in other words between cybernetics and art theory—came about (in order 
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to overcome it), the case studies are indistinctly drawn from one or the 

other ‘land’. Moreover, many examples are not strictly artistic but rather 

drawn from culture more broadly. Therefore, the text also analyses 

certain apps, video games, and projects. Some of the artistic examples are 

contemporary, generally by artists I have worked and spoken with 

directly, while others are art historical examples. In following this logic, 

the intention is not only to avoid dichotomies such as digital/material or 

fragmented/continuous, but also to foster the understanding of the 

overlap and continuity between them. 

The first chapter, ‘Repetition,’ follows Gilles Deleuze’s 

conceptualisation of difference and repetition (1968) and Jacques 

Derrida’s theorisation of différance (1967a, 1967b) in order to avoid 

considering digitalisation processes in terms of representation. This 

chapter proposes considering digitalisation as ontological repetition 

(Deleuze 1968: 293). It then extends this argument to relate digitalisation 

to différance, that is to say, to think of it as a completely differential 

process—and never in terms of representing a material referent, reality, 

or origin. In doing so, the chapter purposively analyses three significant 

case studies, the first being Elaine Sturtevant’s oeuvre. Sturtevant is 

known for methodologically putting Deleuze’s theory of difference and 

repetition into practice in her work by famously reproducing (and not 

copying) other artist’s works. In Leo Castelli’s words, Sturtevant was 

‘the first appropriationist’ (1988). However, in this context, the present 
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text proposes to read her work in terms of différance, and not only of 

difference and repetition. One reading does not exclude the other, but are 

on the contrary complementary in their shared pursuit of an 

understanding of certain processes that intend to avoid representation and 

therefore dichotomist oppositions of original and copy. The second case 

study is LONELY LOS ANGELES (2005) by Guthrie Lonergan, in which 

the artist presents screenshots of areas of Los Angeles with very low 

population density that often look quite abstract. For example, an area 

where there is only grass will be shown as just a green square. The work 

evidences how a frame of reference is necessary to read a map, otherwise 

it becomes completely abstract. But more importantly, it underlines the 

absurdity of considering such a dimension in terms of representation. The 

third case study is Eva and Franco Mattes (a.k.a 00011100111.org) 

Reenactments (2007-2010) in which, as the title suggests, the couple of 

artists re-enacted on Second Life a series of performances from the 

seventies by Gilbert & George, Chris Burden, Marina Abramovic & 

Ulay, among others. Analysing specifically Imponderabilia (1977), the 

text contends that the Mattes’ work is not simply a digital version, which 

would imply that considering Abramovic & Ulay’s to be an original (in 

the sense of an origin), but instead approaches the works in terms of 

constant deferral, of a dialogue between both texts. 

The second chapter, almost as a logical consequence of the first, is 

entitled ‘Simulacra.’  In this chapter, Jean Baudrillard’s quasi neo-



 

32 

 

Platonic conceptualisation of simulacra is analysed and criticised. The 

text proposes to consider Deleuze’s conception of simulacra as in his 

estimation everything is simulacra (1968, 1969): we live in a world of 

difference and repetition in which considering originals and copies no 

longer makes sense. In this way, simulacra are stripped from the negative 

charge that the concept has carried since Plato, and are considered as 

repetitions in which interstitial differences can be found, art and 

digitalisation processes included, of course. As a complementary model 

that can help to overcome dichotomies, Charles S. Peirce’s semiotic 

triadic model is then presented. Peirce’s model has many advantages in 

this sense, especially when considering digitalisation: the first and most 

evident being that it is triadic, and not binary like Saussure’s; secondly, 

and perhaps most importantly, it considers the production of sense by 

placing material, non-material, human and non-human signs on the same 

plane. Following this model, Gabriele Di Matteo’s work is analysed 

because he actively and consciously utilises different kinds of simulacra. 

Like Duchamp and Sturtevant, he brilliantly plays with the intertwining 

of mechanical repetition and human agency, primarily in painting. 

Finally, following Eugenio Trias’ (1982) theorisation on the expansion of 

the possibilities of aesthetic pleasure and the effect of the uncanny as 

theorised by Sigmund Freud, it is then proposed to consider a further 

expansion of the aesthetic effect, as suggested by Hal Foster in The 

Return of the Real (1997). At this point, I advance the theory of the 
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simulacrum as the current aesthetic limit, considering the active use of 

the possibilities of the simulacra, especially within the digital, as a further 

aesthetic frontier. In this context, two different artistic projects are 

compared, both of which use Instagram:  Richard Prince’s New Portraits 

(2014) and Amalia Ulman’s Excellences & Perfections (2014). I argue 

that while the first project simply uses the app as a source of raw material 

without much understanding of it as a (possible) medium, the second 

fully exploits, and explodes, its possibilities—putting into evidence many 

of the problematics conveyed, while also intertwining different levels of 

reading and using the conscious enacting of simulacra with an ethical and 

aesthetic impact. In fact, Prince’s and Ulman’s case studies will be 

brought back in different chapters because they superbly exemplify field 

several of the issues addressed by this text, especially the conformation 

of new subjectivities. 

The third chapter is entitled ‘Archive.’ It deals with the archive’s 

conditions of possibility today and its relation to memory, as well as its 

projection to the future. For this, Michel Foucault’s (1969), and Jacques 

Derrida’s (1967b, 1995) definitions of archive are compared to 

understand the archive as event (Deleuze 1988) and memory as 

digitalisation, which is to say, as repetition and différance (as defined in 

chapter 1). But also, following Derrida and Foucault, the archive is 

understood as a projection to the future, in the sense that it creates the 

conditions of possibility for its own reading, as well as of what is 
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archived. In this sense, the archive is understood as a Wunderblock 

(Freud 1925, Derrida 1995), which is a complementary notion to 

Foucault’s hypomnesic memory. Therefore, it is proposed to consider 

two examples that are chronologically quite distant from current times 

and digital ubiquity: Giulio Camillo’s Theatre of Memory (ca.1554) and 

Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas (1924-unfinished). Both projects are 

models of archives that, even if separated by centuries, share many points 

in common with the logic of the Internet and of informatics in general: a 

spatial, non-linear logic that is closer to “linking” in the hyperlink sense 

than to the written, linear, causal logic described in McLuhan’s The 

Gutenberg Galaxy (1962). Three contemporary examples are analysed in 

this chapter—two apps  (Memoir and Facebook) and a complex artistic 

project entitled Future Library (2014-2114) by Katie Paterson. With 

these case studies I seek to question what kinds of archives, both of 

memory and the future, we create with current technologies. What are the 

existing alternatives? What kinds of new alternatives can we propose?  

The fourth chapter delineates the fundamental relationship between 

technological unconscious and floating signifier to advance the 

conceptualisation of the technological unconscious as the plane of 

immanence in which meaning is generated and circulates in the 

articulation of digital and non-digital environments.  
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The chapter begins by identifying the floating signifier, as conceptualised 

by Claude Lévi-Strauss (1950), as the tool that aims to cover the 

unfitness, the overspill between concepts and the world, or better in this 

context, between the digital and the analog. Thus these concepts avoid 

any assimilation of the digital as a transcription or representation of the 

physical, but they reveal their intrinsic difference. Moreover, the floating 

signifier will have the fundamental role of constituting the ‘point of 

view’ (Deleuze 1988 [1993]) in the digital for the emergence of the 

digital subject, a subject who is embodied in the digital. Through the 

assumption of a point of view the subject is constituted and is able to 

operate, navigate the digital and to generate meaning. 

Then, the chapter traces the genealogy of the technological unconscious 

from Sigmund Freud’s definition of technology as prosthetic limbs aimed 

at expanding human capacities throughout the world to Walter 

Benjamin’s definition of an optical unconscious. It then extends to Vilém 

Flusser’s critique of the program of the photographic apparatus to 

Rosalind Krauss Lacanian conceptualisation of the optical unconscious. 

In Franco Vaccari’s analysis of the technological unconscious, the 

chapter identifies the most useful and significant theory on the topic: the 

technological unconscious implies a partially inaccessible dimension in 

the photographic device—one that can obviously be extended to any 

technological apparatus—that has however been symbolically and 

collectively structured. In all of the analysed authors there can be 
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detected not only the idea that psychic processes are somehow traversed 

by a machinic logic, but that any technology has an inaccessible layer 

that in one way or another generates meaning and concrete effects in the 

world. Thus bringing together these ideas with the concept of floating 

signifier as defined above appears to be a suitable methodology for 

further explaining the generation of meaning and subjectivities in the 

interactions and overlappings of complex environments. 

It is then necessary to define in which kind of space the ‘point of view’ 

can be assumed. Consequently, different definitions and theorisations of 

space, place and cyberspace (Gibson 1984, Hillis 1999, Manovich 2001) 

are explored in order to define the discussed space as ‘electronic space’ 

(Hillis 1999: 67). The point of view is thus not necessarily constituted in 

a representational space, but rather in a place: a symbolically structured 

dimension in which exchanges among actors generate social and 

relational meaning. Therefore, I prefer to follow Hillis and call this 

dimension ‘electronic space’. Different examples from the history of art 

are analysed as case studies to illustrate perspectivism and the point of 

view in Deleuze’s theorisation, followed by an analysis of the app 

Periscope as an example of the assumption of one or different points of 

view in a non representational space. This last example makes evident 

how the constitution of the point of view and the conceptualisation of an 

electronic space are independent of any iconic reference to a supposed 

material reality—in short, to any idea of representation. Microsoft 
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HoloLens provides an example of both representational and non-

representational space projected onto physical space, a sophisticated 

augmented reality, or a new complex environment. In synthesis, this 

chapter provides the tools to broaden the conception of the posthuman by 

further analysing the process of constitution of new subjectivities in the 

interaction with digital technologies. 

The fifth chapter, ‘Embodiment in the Digital’, explores the conditions of 

possibility for conceptualising the emergence of the digital subject and 

the consequent conceptualisation of its embodiment in the digital. The 

digital subject is not just a cyborg, or a digital entity, but is the result of 

the setting of feedback loops between human and non-human entities in 

digital and non-digital environments. In this sense, I am following 

Foucault’s theorisation of a pre-Cartesian active subject and a static 

object. This conception of the subject can be defined as subject-as-

process, who to attain truth has to change, and thus also changes as the 

object changes. Considering Varela, Thompson and Rosch’s 

developments on embodied cognition and enaction (1991), this chapter 

intends to propose the reading of embodiment not only to definitively 

leave behind the already overcome conception of cognition as 

computation (as simple processing of information located in the brain), 

but also to propose the idea that enaction in the digital is also embodied. 

In close connection with the aforementioned idea, this research also seeks 

to tackle the issue of a separation between subject and object, which in 
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this context no longer makes sense, considering Derrida’s texts on 

writing and différance, especially his writing on the figure of the poet or 

writer as a process of complete intertwining with her work: if the writer 

thinks, shapes, constructs her book, she is also built, determined, 

influenced, changed by the book at the same time (Derrida 1967a; 1967b; 

Fusaro n/d). 

These ideas imply a further step in finally erasing the separation between 

subject and object, and in the understanding of their mutual 

modification—of a subject as process and an object as event. On the 

other hand, the constitution of the digital subject is enabled by the 

constitution in the technological unconscious of the point of view through 

the floating signifier. The technological unconscious is the collective and 

partially inaccessible dimension that allows for meaning to be generated 

and to circulate through the different constitutions of the point of view in 

the floating signifier. Ultimately, this conceptualisation is the possibility 

of thinking the ways in which the feedback loops between humans and 

machines generate sense; it is, in other words, admitting that the 

generation of sense is not exclusively human, even though machines, 

until today at least, cannot understand meaning—and this point cannot be 

underscored enough. This model allows us to consider its production as 

the result of the interactions between complex subjectivities, which are at 

the same time created and modified by these same processes.  
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In the sixth and final chapter, ‘Medium,’ all the previous concepts and 

theories are put in the context of art theory and new media theory, and 

thus the intention is to locate them in a conceptual-historical perspective. 

At a certain point, a chasm occurred that divided mainstream art theory 

from cybernetics and its related artistic production, which is generally 

labelled ‘new media’ and relates to digital technologies—specifically 

informatics and the Internet. This chasm can be identified in the 

invention of the readymade; one of the key concepts that this research 

identified as a tool to bring both fields back together is to understand the 

readymade as medium. Moreover, in this chapter it is definitively 

explained how the true overcoming of modernism, at least in the context 

of art theory, comes along with the ‘posthuman’, which has its origin in 

Marcel Duchamp and his invention of the readymade, and not with 

postmodernism. In How We Became Posthuman. Virtual Bodies in 

Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics (1999)—an instrumental book 

for this research—Hayles intends to elaborate on a new conception of 

what it means to be posthuman, ‘to show the complex interplays between 

embodied forms of subjectivity and arguments for disembodiment 

throughout the cybernetic tradition’ (7). With this aim, the author 

conceptualises the posthuman as the trespassing of the limits of 

subjectivity of what was defined as the ‘liberal humanist subject’ (3). 

Consequently, the posthuman does not only imply the invasion of the 

body by electronic or mechanical prosthesis, but especially the 
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subjectivities resulting from the constant feedback loops between humans 

and machines (3-5). This is why Amalia Ulman’s work Excellences & 

Perfections is so relevant in this context: because it not only points out at 

what being posthuman actually means, but more importantly reinstalls 

the main question Hayles posed in 1999: ‘Increasingly the question is not 

whether we will become posthuman, for posthumanity is already here. 

Rather, the question is what kind of posthumans we will be’ (246). 

Thus, analysing the developments of the main theorists and critiques of 

modernism through the concept of medium (Greenberg 1961, Danto 

1981, de Duve 1984, 1991, Krauss 1996, Foster 1998), this research 

individuated in Clement Greenberg’s conception of opticality as a purely 

disembodied medium an analogous and approximately contemporary 

phenomenon in the definition of information as a pattern with no 

necessity of any material instantiation, as described by Hayles (1999). 

Hayles identifies along the book the key moments in which ‘information 

lost its body’ and ‘how the cyborg was created as a technological 

artifact and cultural icon’ (2), in both processes the elaboration of 

cybernetics as a discipline, and thus also the Macy Conferences in which 

they were initially delineated was defining:  

During the foundational era of cybernetics, Norbert Wiener, John 
von Neumann, Claude Shannon, Warren McCulloch, and dozens of 
other distinguished researchers met at annual conferences 
sponsored by the Josiah Macy Foundation to formulate the central 
concepts that, in their high expectations, would coalesce into a 
theory of communication and control applying equally to animals, 
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humans, and machines. Retrospectively called the Macy 
Conferences on Cybernetics, these meetings, held from 1943 to 
1954, were instrumental in forging a new paradigm. To succeed, 
they needed a theory of information (Shannon's bailiwick), a model 
of neural functioning that showed how neurons worked as 
information-processing systems (McCulloch's lifework), computers 
that processed binary code and that could conceivably reproduce 
themselves, thus reinforcing the analogy with biological systems 
(von Neumann's specialty), and a visionary who could articulate 
the larger implications of the cybernetic paradigm and make clear 
its cosmic significance (Wiener's contribution). The result of this 
breathtaking enterprise was nothing less than a new way of looking 
at human beings. Henceforth, humans were to be seen primarily as 
information-processing entities who are essentially similar to 
intelligent machines (7).  

 

Paradoxically, the readymade as a fully embodied medium is the origin 

of the separation between both ‘lands’, and at the same time the missing, 

or better, forgotten, element that can help reconstruct the feedback loop 

between them. Complementary to the identification of this forgotten 

element is the acknowledgment that this sort of blind spot in art theory 

has also to do with a misalignment in the processes of construction of 

new subjectivities. 

In presenting the aforementioned theories in the context of art theory, 

cybernetics and new media theory, it is my intention to identify the 

breaking points of both theories, as well as the possible continuities, in 

order to open paths that can bring them together; even if, of course, one 

cannot hope for this change to take effect immediately, as pointed out 

above. Deconstructing dichotomist narratives like original and copy, real 

and virtual, and so on—while following Hayles’ model—can bring to 
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light possible illusory ruptures that will help to better understand the 

current pervasiveness of complex environments and complex, always 

embodied, subjectivities: which is of course a theory of the posthuman. 4 

 

                                                
4 Some of these ruptures include the impossibility of conceptualising the readymade as 
medium, or the complete snubbing of cybernetic theory by the main art critics and 
historians at the moment. 
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When dealing with digitalisation processes, the issue of representation is 

crucial. Especially within the artistic field and its related digital archives, 

there is a tendency to consider digitised artworks as “representations” of 

the physical object or event (Bolter and Grusin 1999, Manovich 2001).5 

Instead, the present work intends to understand digitalisation processes in 

a very different fashion: not as forms of representation, but as forms of 

repetition in which difference is conveyed (Deleuze 1968: 289, 293). In 

this sense, there is no ‘original’ and no ‘copy’. This holds true whether 

considering mental images or memories, digitised objects or digital 

objects with no material referent in the physical world. Instead these 

different iterations should be understood as ‘ontological repetitions’ 

(ibid). With this aim, the definitions of the concept of representation in 

the context of Western philosophy will be considered in the oeuvre of 

Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) and Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), to finally 

establish that Deleuze’s conceptualisation of difference and repetition 

and Derrida’s différance are the most suitable models to think about the 

current state of affairs and to leave the old dichotomies that have haunted 

most media theories aside. 

                                                
5 The digital archive has become increasingly common in the contemporary artistic field 
and is used by museums, galleries, artist websites, and databases, to name only a few 
examples. Such archives contain various formats of digitised artworks—whether 
paintings, photographs, installations, performances, videos or complete exhibitions.   
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At this point, it is important to explicit the choice of mainly two authors, 

namely Gilles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida, and in slightly lesser 

measure also Michel Foucault (1926-1984), as the preferred theoretical 

frameworks to analyse the present issues. There are certainly other 

theoretical developments regarding these topics of undeniable relevance, 

but as one assumes a point of view for proposing certain ideas it is 

inevitable to also make certain choices. In this case, for example, some of 

Paul Virilio’s writings (1998 [2006]) can be considered as a punctual 

critique on technology and information in current times, while the 

interest of the writings of Foucault, Deleuze and Derrida in the context of 

this research consists in their being conceptual tools useful to develop 

one’s own critique. In the case of both phenomenology and Edmund 

Husserl’s oeuvre, and Henri Bergson’s conception of the virtual (1930 

[2014]; 1959 [1996]), I considered that in the same measure in which 

both were fundamental for Derrida’s and Deleuze’s oeuvres 

respectively—as becomes evident in several of their works (Deleuze 

1966; Derrida 1962, 1967c)—both were at the same time included, 

expanded and often overcome by these authors. As this work is not aimed 

at analysing and proposing purely philosophical theories, the choice of 

the authors was decided considering who provided for the most pertinent 

theoretical tools for its aims. 

 



 

45 

 

1.1 Difference & Repetition 

 

In his book Différence et répétition (1968) Gilles Deleuze proposes to 

understand difference and repetition independently from representation, 

marking a clear departure from the idea of an original and a copy that has 

been pervasive in Western culture since Plato. 

Deleuze explains how Plato had to give in to the concept of 

representation, and thus to subordinate difference to it, in order to be able 

to exorcise the simulacrum from the couple model-copy (1968 [1994]: 

265). Plato opposes the model to the copy and then the copy itself to the 

phantasm in order to distinguish the copy from the simulacrum. In so 

doing, he subordinates difference to representation. In fact, whilst the 

model is defined by a position of identity with the Same, the copy 

maintains an ‘internal resemblance’ (265) with the model. In this way, 

Plato tries to legitimate the relationships between Ideas and models, and 

then between models and copies, while leaving aside the simulacra as 

second order illusion that does not participate in any way in the truth of 

ideas, and not even of models (ibid). Thus for Plato in this understanding 

of representation ‘the analogy of being implies both of these two aspects 

at once: one by which being is distributed in determinable forms that 

necessarily distinguish and vary the sense; the other by which being so 

distributed is necessarily repartitioned among well-determined beings, 
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each endowed with a unique sense’ (303). In this way, the distribution of 

being among the different copies generates a sort of downgrading of their 

ontological value and a variation in sense. The problem with this 

subsumption of difference and repetition to representation is that it 

implies a sort of ‘sedentary distribution’, as Deleuze calls it, in which the 

Same, or Idea, would be distributed in the models, through identity, and 

the model in turn in the copies, as resemblance. In this sense 

‘[R]epresentation essentially implies an analogy of being. However, the 

only realised Ontology—in other words, the univocity of being—is 

repetition’ (303). In this context, the relevance of leaving representation 

aside to be able to think digitalisation in terms of difference and 

repetition, and successive passage as a realised ontology in itself will be 

further explained, together with its close link to the concept of 

simulacrum, in the second chapter. 

The idea of representation weakens the ontological entity of 
the supposed “copies”, thus implying a transcendent 
existence, which would be of higher ontological value in the 
originals, ‘representation is the site of transcendental illusion’ 
(265).  

 

What Deleuze tries to exorcise in turn is the submission of difference and 

repetition to the concepts of representation, copy and resemblance. It is 

precisely in the exact repetition of the same that difference can be found, 

the imperceptible dis-placement produced in each copy is the place for 

difference to appear, the more identical a repetition is, the more 
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difference is to be found there, as in ‘Pierre Menard, Author of the 

Quixote’ (1939) by Borges: 

It is always in one and the same movement that repetition 
includes difference (not as an accidental and extrinsic variant 
but at its heart, as the essential variant of which it is 
composed, the displacement and disguise which constitute it 
as a difference that is itself divergent and displaced) and that 
it must receive a positive principle which gives rise to 
material and indifferent repetition [...]. (Deleuze 1968 [1994]: 
289) 

 

The transcendental illusion that subordinated difference to representation 

has four forms that correspond ‘to thought, the sensibility, the Idea and 

being’ (265). The first two are of interest for this research:  ‘In effect, 

thought is covered over by an “image” made up of postulates, which 

distort both its operation and its genesis’ (265). In this sense, to think 

means to create an image of certain things and concepts, including 

abstract concepts. Consequently, Deleuze explains how a ‘slippage’ in 

Platonic thought from the ‘Same’ of the Platonic Idea led its way to the 

world of representation by recognising the identity of the original 

concept with its ‘representation’ in the thinking subject (265-66). This is 

how Western thought identified the world of ideas, memories and 

imagination in a thinking subject as a case of representation; therefore, 

when remembering an event, a feeling is generally conceptualised as the 

representation, with more or less fidelity, of a past event. In the same 

way, imagining a certain situation, object or possibility means, since 
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Plato, to represent it: to recreate it in one’s mind, or on a canvas, in 

words, and so on. Thus, even something that does not “materially” exist, 

that does not have a referent, so to speak, is thought in terms of 

representation, of model and copy, or even more precisely in terms of 

simulacra, as will be explained in the following chapter. 

In the second case, sensibility, the slippage to representation is even more 

obvious, because in this case difference has been subordinated to 

resemblance according to perception. In this sense if representation is 

perceived as similar it will be considered to convey less difference, in the 

opposite case, obviously more. This is another illusion because difference 

is not to be expressed according to diverse levels of similitude according 

to model and copies, precisely, as representation, but on the contrary: 

To restore difference within intensity as the being of the 
sensible is to untie the second knot, one which subordinates 
difference to the similar within perception, allowing it to be 
experienced only on condition that there is an assimilation of 
diversity taken as raw material for the identical concept. 
(266) 

 

In this sense, difference is not external anymore, there is no first time, 

followed by a second and a third time in which difference is disclosed; 

every time is already a repetition, and it includes difference. Repetition 

can no longer be negatively defined, it must be conceived for its own 

value, which in the first place, contains difference: 
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Now, each determination (the first, second and third; the 
before, during and after) is already repetition in itself, in the 
pure form of time and in relation to the image of the action. 
The before or the first time is no less repetition than the 
second or the third time. [...] Repetition no longer bears 
(hypothetically) upon a first time which escapes it, and in any 
case remains external to it: repetition bears upon repetitions, 
upon modes and types of repetition, in an imperative manner 
[…]. (294) 

 

The turn proposed by Deleuze is fundamental to leave behind a 

hierarchisation of different ontological statuses, which exist, but in which 

no hierarchy is to be justified: the original, or model, is not more 

valuable, and does not have a higher ontological status, a higher value of 

existence than a copy. It is already repetition. In fact, as explained above, 

to make this distinction does not make much sense anymore.  

The frontier or ‘difference’ is therefore singularly displaced: 
it is no longer between the first time and the others, between 
the repeated and the repetition, but between these types of 
repetition. It is repetition itself that is repeated. Furthermore, 
'once and for all’ no longer qualifies a first time which would 
escape repetition, but on the contrary a type of repetition 
which opposes another type operating an infinity of times 
[...]. (294) 

 

All of Deleuze’s work is dedicated to contest transcendence, to a 

philosophy of immanence that intends to avoid, and possibly eradicate, 

these opposed dichotomies: a position that is especially fruitful in the 

context of this text. Trying to think digitalisation processes (and the 

digital in general, even when there is no material referent to digitise) in 

terms of difference and repetition and not in terms of representation is the 
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tool that allows to avoid further dichotomies, and especially, as it will be 

further developed in the following chapters, the separation between 

subject and object within the context of the intertwining and constant 

feedback loops between physical and digital environments. The physical 

realm cannot be considered as an “original” to be “represented” in the 

digital. Even things like virtual reality environments, video games or any 

“representative” configuration—representative in the sense that it hints at 

a physical, usually spatially recognisable reality—should not be 

considered as a representation: resemblance, familiarity and 

recognisability shouldn’t be misleading in this sense. It is instead a 

question of considering them as multiplicities that can be grouped under 

the same concept or idea, and not as representations of this idea, or 

materiality.  

 

1.2 Digitalisation & Différance 

 

A complementary approach that enables deepening the understanding of 

digitalisation processes while avoiding any idea of representation is 

Jacques Derrida’s concept of différance. If in his attempt to move away 

from Platonism, Deleuze’s work sought to leave behind any form of 

dualistic dialectic and to think difference in itself could in fact be 

considered as a radical exercise, Derrida’s concept of différance is even 
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more radical: Deleuze proposes ontological repetition to leave 

representation behind, Derrida proposes to go beyond ontological 

difference to avoid any metaphysical search of an ‘origin’ (Sini 2011). 

Derrida proposes to open thought to a kind of difference that is not 

anchored, at least in Western language, as a difference between being and 

beings (Heidegger 1927 [1996]), so what he called différance is a 

difference that goes beyond ontological difference. It is a neologism that 

tries to explain sense as a dimension of constant deferral. This 

ontological difference attempts to avoid—which Derrida later admits is 

in fact impossible—an idea that has grounded metaphysical thought in 

the Western tradition since Aristotle: a metaphysics understood as the 

search for the principle of the cause (Sini 2011). In avoiding the search 

for an origin, Derrida tries to guide thought without thinking about the 

origin of sense, because there is no origin, or better, because there is only 

its endless deferral, there are only traces, arche-traces, and this is the 

différance, as Derrida defines it in Writing and Difference  (1967b 

[2005]: 75). 

In order to achieve this, he proposes that the Western phonocentrism that 

considers sound, spoken language and the voice as the origin of language 

(which Ferdinand de Saussure calls ‘la langue’ (1916)), and writing as its 

simple transcription, is mistaken. This dualistic way of conceiving 

language as voice and writing—the phonè being the signified, while 
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written language functions as the signifier—has marked Western 

culture’s perception and conceptualisation of reality. The result of this 

kind of binary conception of the relationship between signs and the world 

is the conception of reality as a series of binary oppositions like mind-

body, natural-cultural or virtual-material (Sini 2011).  

Every time one tries to express an ‘essence’ through a word, this essence 

is expressed, but the expression is not the essence in itself, as it is 

evident: saying “red” conveys the essence of the colour, but it is not the 

essence in itself and it is not the colour. In this sense, there is never an 

identity between the essence and its expression,6 and this difference is 

born from the necessity of communication: the need one feels to 

communicate an essence that is perceived, felt in one’s inner being that 

needs an expression to transmit it to the other’s inner being. This 

phenomenon is due to empirical contingencies, because when one is 

talking with oneself, so to speak, this mediation is not necessary. One 

does not need to explain to oneself that “red” is “red”. If one is directly in 

contact with one’s intention of speech, there is no need for mediation 

between one interiority and another one (Sini 2011). 

Derrida focuses his critique on the “difference” between signified and 

expression. To do this, he goes back to Saussure and then extends his 

                                                
6 This unfitness is what Claude Lévi-Strauss had called the ‘overspill’ (surabondance) 
of the signifier, of the world over concepts, and for which he would propose the concept 
of mana in his ‘Introduction à l’oeuvre de Marcel Mauss’ (1950). This topic will be 
extensively analysed and developed in Chapter 4. 
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claim, stating that there is not only a difference between expression and 

signified, between what one intends to say with the word “red” and “the 

red”, but also between both sides of the linguistic sense. Signified and 

expression are nothing but phenomena of deferral, because it is not 

possible to understand any signified, any meaning without taking into 

account all the other meanings—there is no meaning that can be isolated 

from all the others. In this sense, meaning requires a network of other 

meanings with which to be compared. In short, meaning can be 

understood only in contrast and by comparison with all other meanings. 

Furthermore, one speaks in time, in history, at a certain moment. 

Therefore, not only are all these meanings temporal, but the signifier is as 

well. The expression changes, langue changes in time. At the level of 

expression there is also a system of opposition between one signifier and 

all the others. For instance, a “p” sounds like a “p” and not like an “m”, 

and so on. If a concept has its essence only in contrast with all the others, 

this is also valid for its expression, which too is defined by differential 

relations with all the other expressions or signifiers.  

Moreover, both parts of the linguistic sign are not only differential in 

themselves, but also in their reciprocity. This is the paradox of the 

linguistic sign’s nature. It is impossible to communicate something 

without knowing and mastering the sounds that form that word, that 

concept. But how is it possible to articulate the sounds that correspond to 

a certain word without knowing its meaning, without knowing the 
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concept itself in the first place? Therefore, Derrida states, the signifier is 

essential to explain the signified, but the concept is essential to choose 

the right sounds that express that same concept. So how is it possible to 

determine where the story begins? This unsolvable problem is the 

différance: this is the non-origin, the impossibility of finding a beginning. 

Finding the principle of the cause is then a process of constant deferral.  

To be able to name things, there must be something that can’t be named, 

which is the différance: that “a”, which in French doesn’t sound, is the 

“a” of the constant deferral, and it cannot be named. It cannot be heard, 

but it is actually there, and it is the condition of everything that is said, of 

everything that is heard. Consequently, for Derrida there is no difference 

between signified and signifier, the intention of speech becomes 

corrupted from within by writing, and this is the reason why he calls it 

arche-writing:  It is a critique of Western phono-centrism, which has 

been privileging the voice, the concept for too long, and that has to begin 

to accept involving the body, the expression and the signifier. In this 

sense, the Western conception of writing as the simple register, the 

transcription of the voice, of the spoken language, needs to be thoroughly 

revised. Writing cannot be considered as pure transcription: spaces, 

punctuation and fonts cannot be considered a mere transcription of the 

voice. There is much more: there is an excess, an overspill. 
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Hence, it is a fallacy to consider the spoken language as that which 

comes first. What comes first is the différance: the non-origin, the 

impossible origin, the difference as pure deferral. It is that which doesn’t 

exist, but that allows all of the rest to exist. It is pure absence (Sini 2011). 

Therefore, sense is given, generated, or even more accurately, allowed to 

emerge through absence. This poses a counter argument to 

metaphysics—a philosophy of presence—because it cannot escape the 

presence of an origin. 

In this sense, différance, an absence, is the condition of the possibility of 

writing, but at the same time, it is writing that makes difference emerge 

(Vergani 2000: 50).7 This is also why, in Derrida’s conception, there is 

no ‘primum’. The text cannot be understood as a ‘primum 

interpretandum’, as the grounding of any interpretation, because the text 

is understood as an interwoven fabric of writing that is constantly 

overwritten, and in constant construction and de-construction: ‘The 

awaiting of sense is revived by the continuous undoing and reassembling 

of the fabric’ (ibid). Thus understood, the text is alive, the text is already 

event, it is not fixed, and is not completely present because ‘sense is 

constitutively differential’ (51). Its conditions of possibility are enabled 

                                                
7 This and all successive translations of Mario Vergani from Italian are mine. 
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by an absence: the absence and continual deferral of the arche-trace, of 

différance.8 

 

 1.3 Digitalisation as Ontological Repetition  

 

A simple and straightforward definition of digitalisation, the one that Lev 

Manovich gives in The Principles of New Media (2001), can be 

considered to begin: ‘Converting continuous data into a numerical 

representation is called digitization’ (49). Digitisation has two steps: one 

is sampling at regular intervals—on the duration of these intervals will 

depend what is called ‘resolution’. The second step is quantification, 

according to a pre-determined scale. Even if older media does involve 

some kind of separation in discrete units (such as photograms in a film, 

for example), quantification is exclusive to digital media (ibid). 

This is a primarily technical definition of digitisation. However, it is 

evident that digitisation processes have further implications beyond the 

technical, and, as mentioned before, this has to do with the perception of 

digitalisation as a “representation” of a “material” object. In this sense, 

following Deleuze, the present work proposes to think of the 

                                                
8 The useful relationship that has been easily established between the theory of 
différance and Psychoanalytic theory is also evident now. The idea of sense generated 
by an absence, by an origin that doesn’t exist, or that can be considered only as constant 
deferral is absolutely coherent with psychoanalytic theory. 
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digitalisation processes in general as ontological repetitions, or even, as 

will be further shown, in terms of différance. 

Ontological repetition does not imply a hierarchical difference among 

diverse ontological statuses, but it simply means that difference can be 

found between repetitions, which are ontologically equivalent: 

Beyond physical repetition and psychic or metaphysical 
repetition, an ontological repetition? The role of the latter 
would not be to suppress the other two but, [...] to distribute 
difference to them (in the form of difference drawn off or 
included)[...]. 
In a certain sense, the ultimate repetition, the ultimate theatre, 
therefore encompasses everything. (Deleuze 1968 [1994]: 
293) 

 

This seems to be a suitable model to think in a completely diverse 

fashion about the relationship generated by digitalisation processes 

between what can be called ‘a virtual archive’—for example, the Web, 

museum or gallery websites, certain applications and even social 

networks—and its referent, when it has one.  

Jay D. Bolter and Richard Grusin limit their explanation of this process 

to focus exclusively on media, thus defining ‘repurposing’ as the 

complete translation of one medium into another one (2000: 45). The 

typical, best-known example of this would be the repurposing of a novel 

into a film. In this case, the content of the first medium is completely, 

and often loosely, translated into the second. One could also understand 

in these terms an artwork that one can find, and perhaps even buy, on a 



 

58 

 

commercial gallery website. The materiality of a painting, a print, an 

installation, or any other medium has been “translated” into code, and 

then into pixels that are displayed on a screen so that the “translated” 

piece is recognisable and available online on a certain website. For 

example, this was the aim of one of the first gallery websites like Artnet 

(artnet.com) whose mantle has been taken up by newer sites like Artsy 

(artsy.com). The same element of translation could be said to be at work 

on almost any gallery or auction house site.   

In a second instance, the authors explain and differentiate from 

repurposing, the concept that lends the book its title, namely, 

Remediation. For this text, they further developed Marshall McLuhan’s 

famous statement in Understanding Media: The Extensions of Men 

(1964) that the content of a medium is always another medium. Bolter 

and Grusin thus define remediation as ‘the representation of one medium 

in another’ (23-24), identifying it as a defining characteristic of all new 

media, though not exclusive to them. In this sense, for example, one can 

single out different phenomena of repurposing if one considers each 

single digitised artwork on a platform like Google Art Project. However, 

when analysing the whole apparatus in more depth,9 the project can be 

                                                
9 In this context, the concept of apparatus is understood in Giorgio Agamben’s 
formulation: ‘I wish to propose to you nothing less than a general and massive 
partitioning of beings into two large groups or classes: on the one hand, living beings 
(or substances), and on the other, apparatuses in which living beings are incessantly 
captured. […] Further expanding the already large class of Foucauldian apparatuses, I 
shall call an apparatus literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, 
orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, 
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better understood if considered in terms of remediation of the museum, 

or public collection. This would imply, evidently, accepting a very broad 

definition of medium, again following McLuhan, and to accept including 

the museum in it. Google Art Project10 permits its users to access often 

complete museum and public collections with many or most of the works 

digitised in high definition. It often offers the possibility of accessing a 

three-dimensional rendering of the museum building, thus allowing the 

user to take a virtual visit and see how the collection is actually installed. 

 

                                                                                                                   
or discourses of living beings. Not only, therefore, prisons, mad houses, the panopticon, 
schools, confession, factories, disciplines, juridical measures, and so forth (whose 
connection with power is in a certain sense evident), but also the pen, writing, literature, 
philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, navigation, computers, cellular telephones and—
why not—language itself, which is perhaps the most ancient of apparatuses—one in 
which thousands and thousands of years ago a primate inadvertently let himself be 
captured, probably without realizing the consequences that he was about to face’ 
(Agamben 2006 [2009]: 13-14). 

10 Google Art Project and Google Cultural Institute: 
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/project/art-project?hl=it 

The difference consists in that Google Art Project is what users can actually find in 
online digitised collections. Many museums, though not all of them, have access to the 
‘Museum View,’ which uses the same logic of three-dimensional rendering as Google 
Street View, with the added possibility for users of navigating the virtual space. 
Recently Google Street View has included the possibility of entering certain museums, 
such as the Metropolitan Museum in New York, when navigating through the streets of 
certain cities. Whereas Google Art Project is the tool for digitalisation and uploading of 
collections and museum views that Google offers for free to institutions as 
crowdsourcing. https://www.google.com/intl/it/culturalinstitute/about/users/ 
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Fig. 1 Museo Bagatti Valsecchi on Google Art Project/Google Cultural Institute 
(screenshot).  

Available e from: https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/u/0/collection/museo-
bagatti-valsecchi?projectId=art-project&hl=en-gb 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Museo Bagatti Valsecchi on Google Art Project/Google Cultural Institute, 
mode Museum View (screenshot).  

Available from: https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/u/0/asset-viewer/bagatti-
valsecchi-museum/AgEbD-OZIn6mVA?hl=en-gb&projectId=art-project 
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Another good example is the Sistine Chapel virtual visit on the Vatican 

website,11 which allows the visitor not only to do a 360 degree loop 

around the space of the Chapel, but also to zoom in on details, like the 

ceiling or higher points of the Chapel that a “physical” visitor could not 

normally access.  

 

 

Fig. 3. Sistine Chapel 3-D rendering (Screenshot).  

Available from: http://www.vatican.va/various/cappelle/sistina_vr/index.html 

 

There are many further examples, but these two cases suffice to 

exemplify what can be understood in terms of remediation: the virtual 

version of the museum remediating the physical one, ‘representing’ the 

works and the physical space of the museum, and at the same time 

offering features that the physical experience can potentially allow but 

                                                
11 http://www.vatican.va/various/cappelle/sistina_vr/index.html 
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which is in fact very difficult to provide, such as the functionality of 

zooming in for close-ups.  

Both processes, repurposing and remediation, are often read in terms of 

representation—which in fact, the same definition of remediation 

contemplates.  Representation, as advanced above, is often regarded as a 

diminished version of “the real thing”, whether it's a visit to the museum 

or the appreciation of a certain artwork. In short, it’s positioned as a 

weaker surrogate12 of the physical (represented) experience. This kind of 

reading13 is what further fosters Manichean dichotomies, a clear example 

being the opposition of the virtual experience—associated with negative 

qualities like escapism—to physical reality, which is associated with true, 

original experience.14 Following this line of reasoning, it is then possible 

to detect, in Deleuzian terms, the conceptualisation of reality as an 

original, and of digital reality—whether it has a physical referent or not, 

the reading is always the same—as its degraded copy. 

                                                
12 This kind of consideration is also at the centre of the critiques of social networks and 
the weakening of face-to-face social relationships. In this respect, Sherry Turkle has 
developed an extended and deep reflection entitled Alone Together (2011). However, 
this is not the focus of this work. 

13 By this I mean the interpretation of representation in these terms, and not of course 
the concepts of repurposing and remediation, which hold great explicative power 
regarding different processes within the new media landscape. 

14 In the following chapters it will be shown how, depending on the context, this 
simplistic reading of the virtual as having a weaker ontological status than physical 
reality—typical in the context of “mainstream,” or so to speak, the traditional art 
world—is overturned in other contexts, such as that of cybernetic theory, as notoriously 
demonstrated by Katherine Hayles (1999, 2005). 
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It is not a question of downplaying the experience of actually being inside the 

Sistine Chapel or in front of any other artwork, thing or person. Nor is it a 

matter of degrading, or upgrading, an immersive experience in a virtual reality 

environment or the experience of playing some first-person shooter video game 

with an Oculus Rift set—or any other (super immersive) device. The key point 

is to try to think in terms of ontological repetition, to not compare any of these 

experiences as more intense, truer or worse than the other, but to try to consider 

them as simply different. They are repetitions, iterations, and they repeat 

themselves as different ontologies.  Difference does not mean that one is of a 

higher ontological level than the other, that one has a more real experience, but 

to try to consider that difference is already present between one and the other 

repetition, as it seems to clearly stem from Deleuze’s words: ‘there is no doubt 

that we have the means to distinguish between repetition and simple 

resemblance, since things are said to repeat when they differ even though their 

concept is absolutely the same’ (1968 [1994]: 270). 

 

The importance of this intent consists, first of all, in the aforementioned 

avoidance of a conceptualisation of the world in terms of binary oppositions. 

Secondly, and in close relationship with the previous point, it has the advantage 

of fostering the overcoming of the separation between subject and object: we 

are already immersed in an intertwined reality of artificial, digital, organic and 

physical environments. There is no sense in thinking about these environments 

in terms of oppositions, but it is worth searching for models that can help us 
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understand the intricacy of these complex environments. In this sense, 

Derrida’s différance can be of use to be able to further embrace this complex 

terrain. 

 

1.4 Digitalisation & Différance in Art 

 

It is not easy to think of digitalisation in terms différance, as it was 

possible to do above with Deleuze’s conceptualisation of ontological 

repetition, but undoubtedly it helps to clear the terrain of further 

oppositions and add a necessary level of complexity to the model.  

Mario Vergani15 proposes that différance can be thought as a non-

oppositional but only differential response to dialectics (79), a response 

that is of course of constant deferral, otherwise it would be a dialectics in 

itself. Would it thus be possible to think of digitalisation processes and, 

more broadly, of complex environments in terms of différance, of a 

constant deferral? The concept of différance intends to go beyond 

ontological difference. In this sense, I propose that the conception of 

différance, as quoted above as the condition of possibility of writing, but 

                                                
15  Mario Vergani (1968) is an Italian Researcher and Professor of Philosophy at the 
Università di Milano-Bicocca. He wrote several books on theorethical philosophy and 
phenomenology, among which: Vergani, M. (2012) Separazione e relazione. 
Prospettive etiche nell'epoca dell'indifferenza. Pisa : ETS; (2011) Levinas 
fenomenologo. Umano senza condizioni. Brescia : Morcelliana.; (2007) Dal soggetto al 
nome proprio. Fenomenologia della condizione umana tra etica e politica. Milano : 
Bruno Mondadori; (2000) Jacques Derrida. Milano : Bruno Mondadori. 
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also of writing as the dimension in which différance emerges (50), can be 

of use to think about the digital not in terms of a (degraded) version of 

material reality, but as always deferred. Reality can no longer be 

considered as a ‘primum interpretandum’ (the grounding of all 

interpretations), regarding which digital (or other) realities are compared, 

or considered to derive from—it is a ‘differential game’ in permanent 

construction and deconstruction which generates meaning, but upon 

which meaning emerges elsewhere too. 

It is important not to consider material reality as the origin of the digital, 

as its original, but to consider their relationship, when one exists, in terms 

of a permanent deferral that generates sense, in the same way that it is 

generated in other texts. In this sense, digitalisation can be considered as 

an archi-trace; in the same sense that Derrida’s writing is a writing of 

writing. This means that the trace exists in the extent to which it is 

repeatable, iterative, and does not have an origin (in reality, or 

otherwise), but is re-written constantly in the uncountable (if not infinite) 

feedback loops with all actors and environments with which it is 

interwoven. 

Three interesting cases are now proposed to begin to consider these 

issues from the proposed perspective. While the first implies 

reproduction and repetition performed by a human agent, namely artist 

Elaine Sturtevant, the second and third examples involve, and evolve, in 
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the context of digital technologies. One is LONELY LOS ANGELES 

(2005) by Guthrie Lonergan and the other is a piece by the Italian duo 

Eva and Franco Mattes (a.k.a. 0100101110101101.org) from the series 

Re-Enactments (2007-2010). 

Sturtevant (1924-2014) was an American artist, and it could be said that 

her oeuvre remained under-recognised for approximately twenty years 

(until the 1980’s).  As Leo Castelli claims in an interview with Dan 

Cameron and Sturtevant for Flash Art International in 1988, she was 

possibly the first appropriationist. No other artist was doing what she did 

at the time when she started (in the Sixties), and it was incredibly original 

(Cameron 1988 [2014]: 63). Sturtevant’s work opens up avenues to think 

about a human (artistic) activity or performance that, even when manual 

and unique, conveys the flavour of mechanical reproduction. This 

direction was of course first hinted at by the work of Marcel Duchamp, 

but Sturtevant seems to have extended this logic further. While Warhol 

repeated his own works—and he purposely repeated them imperfectly so 

that they could be unique—Sturtevant repeated the works of others. 

Deleuze exemplifies his theories with the work of Andy Warhol in 

Difference and Repetition. He dedicates a whole page to art when 

speaking about ontological repetitions and a distinction between 

repetition as habit and repetition as memory that will be further 
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commented on chapters 2 and 3,which is worth considering here, 

especially his comment on Andy Warhol:  

Perhaps the highest object of art is to bring into play 
simultaneously all these repetitions, with their differences in kind 
and rhythm, their respective displacements and disguises, their 
divergences and decentrings; to embed them in one another and to 
envelop one or the other in illusions the 'effect' of which varies in 
each case. Art does not imitate, above all because it repeats; it 
repeats all the repetitions, by virtue of an internal power (an 
imitation is a copy, but art is simulation, it reverses copies into 
simulacra). Even the most mechanical, the most banal, the most 
habitual and the most stereotyped repetition finds a place in works 
of art, it is always displaced in relation to other repetitions, and it is 
subject to the condition that a difference may be extracted from it 
for these other repetitions. For there is no other aesthetic problem 
than that of the insertion of art into everyday life. The more our 
daily life appears standardised, stereotyped and subject to an 
accelerated reproduction of objects of consumption, the more art 
must be injected into it in order to extract from it that little 
difference which plays simultaneously between other levels of 
repetition, and even in order to make the two extremes resonate - 
namely, the habitual series of consumption and the instinctual 
series of destruction and death. […] Each art has its interrelated 
techniques or repetitions, the critical and revolutionary power of 
which may attain the highest degree and lead us from the sad 
repetitions of habit to the profound repetitions of memory, and then 
to the ultimate repetitions of death in which our freedom is played 
out. We simply wish to offer three examples, however diverse and 
disparate these may be: first, the manner in which all the repetitions 
coexist in modern music (such as the development of the leitmotiv 
in Berg's Wozzeck); second, the manner in which, within painting, 
Pop Art pushed the copy, copy of the copy, etc., to that extreme 
point at which it reverses and becomes a simulacrum (such as 
Warhol's remarkable 'serial' series, in which all the repetitions of 
habit, memory and death are conjugated); and finally the novelistic 
manner in which little modifications are torn from the brute and 
mechanical repetitions of habit, which in turn nourish repetitions of 
memory and ultimately lead to repetitions in which life and death 
are in play, and risk reacting upon the whole and introducing into it 
a new selection, all these repetitions coexisting and yet being 
displaced in relation to one another. (293-294) 
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Yet Sturtevant is the artist who systematically tried to apply what she 

read in this book to her own work, as she declared in an interview with 

Bruce Hainley and Michale Lobel (Eleey 2014). Sturtevant learned the 

necessary techniques to carefully reproduce the work of other artists, 

almost exactly, but not quite. As she explained (Cameron 1988 [2014]: 

62-67), many artists knew what she was doing, although she wouldn’t 

ask for permission to copy their work. Sturtevant declared that even if 

Claes Oldenburg was a huge supporter of her work from the beginning 

and that he deeply understood the concept behind it, evidently the 

emotions that seeing his work “appropriated” elicited were too strong to 

be able to intellectualise them (65). Similar were cases repeated over her 

career. In a posthumous exhibition at the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin 

entitled Sturtevant: Double Drawing Reversal (2015) it was possible to 

appreciate all of the trial and error proofs in her work process, until she 

arrived at the almost-perfect repetition. Famously, Andy Warhol allowed 

her to reproduce his works, but he wouldn’t tell her how to do them. 

Later, when someone asked Warhol how a certain work had been done, 

his answer would be ‘I don’t know. Ask Elaine’ (Obrist 2014). 

In the same Flash Art interview, Castelli tells her that he owns one of her 

works, the eggs and frying pan that she realised for an exhibition with 

Oldenburg, that in fact he could perceive a difference, and states ‘I 

recognized it. So anyway, you did what you did and you tried to 

reproduce the thing as best as you could.’ Sturtevant’s answer is 
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significant: ‘Not as best as I could because that implies something 

different—as closely as I could without copying it. When you copy 

something it becomes something else’ (Cameron 1988 [2014]: 64). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.4. Elaine Sturtevant, Warhol Flowers, 1969. Synthetic polymer and silkscreen ink 
on canvas, 27.94 x 27.94 cm. 
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Although it is not difficult to recognise the reading of Difference and 

Repetition in her words, a valid question could be whether it’s not more 

of a question of Derridean différance, and not simply difference and 

repetition. Is this way of working, consciously reproducing but with 

slight differences so that ‘difference will be conveyed’ in the infinite 

repetitions, more of a question of deferral? If one stops thinking of the 

“original” work as an original, as the ‘primum interpretandum’ that 

grounds the later interpretation of the successive works as “copies”, it is 

possible to understand both as texts, as interwoven texts in which one 

deconstructs the other, keeping both in dialogue. Between these 

successions of works, the absence of an origin generates meaning—those 

iterations, are the ‘writings on writings.’ In this sense, Vergani states that 

the consequence of these writings on writings is that there is no ‘primum 

signatum’ either, so the original is no original but it can be considered 

only in terms of difference (Vergani 2000: 51). 

This reading of Sturtevant’s oeuvre does not invalidate her own reading 

of her work in Deleuzian terms, but it seems less forced. The fact that she 

purposely included a certain difference in her work suggests that she may 

not have completely grasped the strength and radicalism of Deleuze’s 

work in its entirety, because the example that he gives of the perfect 

repetition conveying difference in full is Pierre Menard’s Quixote, in 

which he reproduced Cervantes’s Quixote word-by-word without 

copying it, but was infinitely better; in short, there was no need to make 
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imperfect reproductions. Moreover, the reproduction has to be perfect to 

convey the maximum of difference, because difference locates itself 

among displacements, between one repetition and the other, and by 

differences in repetitions themselves. In this sense, each repetition is an 

event:   

Borges, we know, excelled in recounting imaginary books. 
But he goes further when he considers a real book, such as 
Don Quixote, as though it were an imaginary book, itself 
reproduced by an imaginary author, Pierre Menard, who in 
turn he considers to be real. In this case, the most exact, the 
most strict repetition has as its correlate the maximum of 
difference (The text of Cervantes and that of Menard are 
verbally identical, but the second is almost infinitely 
richer…) (Deleuze 1968 [1994]: xxii)  

 

Consequently, to consider her works in terms of difference between 

‘writings of writings’, as a writing on other’s artists works, in which 

there is no primum signatum and no primum interpretatum, in which the 

deferral between one and the other generate meaning in the form of an 

absence, and not necessarily as a readable mark seems appropriate.  

Guthrie Lonergan’s project LONELY LOS ANGELES is one of the 

earliest works that can be found in the artist and programmer’s website, 

theageofmammals.com. Clicking on the link one can see screenshots of 

MapQuest 2004, the first one is from the busy centre of Los Angeles, 

below that there is an animated GIF of a small car, and below it sixteen 

maps of parts of the City of Los Angeles that either have a very low 

population density or are uninhabited. These maps are almost abstract, if 
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not completely abstract, as is the case with maps no.9 and no.12, which 

have no roads or geographical references. One map is completely grey 

and the other entirely green, with the exception of the scale graphic on 

the upper right hand corner. 

 

 

  

 

 Fig. 5, 6. Gunthrie Lonergan, LONENY LOS ANGELES, 2005.  

 Available from: http://theageofmammals.com/blogmedia/lonelylosangeles/ 
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All of the works, but especially these two maps, allude to Lewis Caroll’s 

poem The Hunting of the Snark (1876), in which the character of the 

Captain employs a map of solely the sea, with no hint of land (Halter 

2014: 245).  

 

Fig.7. Henry Holiday, illustration for Lewis Carroll’s poem The Hunting of the Snark 
(1876). Available from: http://publicdomainreview.org/2011/02/22/lewis-carroll-and-
the-hunting-of-the-snark/ 
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The first observation that comes to mind is that in the same way that 

language and meaning are produced by differential and oppositional 

relationships, these maps become just squares of colour, and are thus 

completely illegible without a frame of references, differences or 

contrasts within which to read them. There is something deeply absurd 

and ironic about a map of just the sea, or in this case of empty land. 

Would it therefore make any sense to consider LONELY LOS ANGELES 

in terms of representation? It would also be completely absurd to 

consider a green rectangle on a screen to be the representation of grass, 

or to consider that a supposedly precise part of Los Angeles is the 

primum interpretatum of the green square.  More likely, a work like this 

one points towards the constant dialogues and constant loops between 

one and the other. Lonergan illustrates this point in his claim that he 

made the project before he had learned to drive, thus he was using 

MapQuest to navigate the city (ibid). 

Finally, it is worth revisiting Reenactments (2007-2010) by Eva and 

Franco Mattes (a.k.a. 01010010101.org), the couple’s re-make of 

canonical performances from the 1970’s on Second Life, including 

Marina Abramovic and Ulay’s piece Imponderabilia.16 The original 

performance (1977) consisted of Abramovic and Ulay standing naked 

                                                
16 http://0100101110101101.org/reenactments/ 

http://0100101110101101.org/reenactment-of-marina-abramovic-and-ulays-
imponderabilia/ 
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one in front of the other inside the doorframe of the entrance to the 

museum on the opening evening, so that visitors wanting to enter the 

space would have to pass between them.  

 

 

   Fig.8. Marina Ambramovic & Ulay, Imponderabilia, 1977. 

 

In the artists’ words: ‘Naked we stand opposite each other in the museum 

entrance. The public entering the museum has to turn sideways to move 

through the limited space between us. Everyone wanting to get past has 

to choose one of us’ (Abramovic, Marina-Ulay 1977)17. At the time, the 

potentially shocking aspect of the performance was not only the choice of 

                                                
17 http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/imponderabilia/ 
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which person to face, but also the possibility of physical contact with 

both. 

What happens then in Imponderabilia’s re-enactment on a virtual 

environment like Second Life? Eva and Franco Mattes’ avatars replace 

Abramovic and Ulay and visitors wishing to take part in the performance 

need to connect at precise time. The evident comparison ends here, 

because it doesn’t make sense to state what is evident: that the physical 

contact with the performers gets completely lost. Interaction and 

comments are mediated through the chat room.  Participants range from 

stylish, sexy avatars to a kind of Hello Kitty character enactment (minute 

2:24 on the artists’ website video). The possibilities to have contact with 

Eva and Franco Mattes do not include the tactile dimension, but allow for 

the trespassing of “bodies” (minutes 1: 11; 2:36), as when one of the 

participants “trespasses” through Eva—a trespassing that is evidently not 

of matter, but simply of computer graphics. In this context, if it is 

possible to talk about a digital/virtual environment re-enactment of 

analog performances of the past, so to speak, it makes no sense to take 

the comparison further to complain about what gets lost, and celebrate 

what is possible to achieve that physics doesn’t allow, on planet earth at 

least. 
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Fig. 9. Eva and Franco Mattes (a.k.a. 01010010101.org), Reenactments, 2007-2010. 
(Screenshot). Available from: http://0100101110101101.org/reenactment-of-marina-
abramovic-and-ulays-imponderabilia/ 

 

It is more desirable to consider this type of event as a kind of ontological 

repetition in which the main conditions (the same concept, in Deleuze’s 

terms) are to be kept constant but many others are completely different. 

In the case of the Mattes couple, this is not only the materiality of the 

performance, but also the ways in which the participants interact amongst 

themselves and with the performers—mainly through chat and not with 

the voice. As Pierre Lévy clearly explained, texts are already virtual, they 

are the virtualisation of memory (1995 [1997]: 27). They imply exiting 

the ‘here and now’ (9) of the oral transmission of memory, at the same 

time enabling its projection (the content of the text) to the future, to a 

possible future in which it can be read. Thus virtualisation in the 

digital—the departure from the here and now of the digitised object—
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does not mean in any way “dematerialisation”, in the sense that things, 

texts, events and people become just zeroes and ones, or pixels on a 

screen, but a deterritorialisation: there is the possibility of accessing these 

texts, in this case a performance. It is unique in the first as well as in any 

other possible re-enactments, and independent of any fixed connection 

with a concrete place and precise moment, although it happens each time 

at a certain moment. 

However, here again, there is the consideration of an origin, the point of 

departure would be the performance that physically took place in 1977, 

and Eva and Franco Mattes’ version on Second Life would be its 

deterritorialisation, its version; thus the link to the origin is still there. 

Manovich named the fact that new media objects, as he calls them, have 

only ‘versions’ and no original, or negative, and no copies, ‘variability’, 

and defined it as one of the five principles that distinguish analog or 

modern media from digital technologies (2001). Of course Manovich was 

referring to the version of a certain file, like an image for example, which 

could be saved applying different filters, or by modifying colours, quality 

or dimensions. However, none of these ‘versions’ have the value of a 

negative from which copies are derived. This quite technical observation 

would also be an interesting way to understand repetition in this case. 

Again, it makes no sense to consider the re-enacted performance as the 

original that has been “copied” in a “virtual” version, but rather to think 
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of these re-enactments as versions, as a kind of variation, as repetitions in 

complex environments that differ from one another but in which 

difference does not imply hierarchisation. 

Moreover, it can also be considered in terms of différance, as two texts 

that are related to each other through deferral, not only deferral of space 

and time, but also by the traces left behind. Discussing books and 

electronic texts, Katherine Hayles considers that ‘the ontology card is not 

worth playing. There is no Platonic reality of texts. There are only 

physical objects such as books and computers, foci of attention, and 

codes that entrain attention and organize material operations’ (2005: 97). 

As there is no possibility of encoding the whole materiality of a book in a 

digital version, she prefers to talk about ‘correspondences’ between 

books, texts and electronic texts. However, artistic objects, or events, 

which in the cases analysed above also include people, are not texts. 

Even if the performance has a certain script to follow, a kind of algorithm 

that states, more or less, that in the Imponderabilia performance a couple 

should be standing naked one in front of the other at the entrance of the 

gallery space or museum and people wanting to enter should pass 

between them, thus choosing who to face and entering in contact with the 

nude bodies, the general conditions would be completely unique each 

time. Actors, the gallery, the public, the weather conditions, everything 

would be different, and each event would be unique, precisely because it 

is an event.  
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This means that successive repetitions, virtual, online and digital 

repetitions can be considered in terms of différance, of a slippage, the 

deferral that generates a dialogue between texts, namely, between 

material and digital versions of the same performance, of the same 

concept, and in doing so generates meaning. It is not easy to leave the 

search for an origin aside, nor is it easy not to consider the origin of the 

other. However, it is worth making an effort because it offers the 

invaluable advantage of, possibly, being able to navigate our time with 

fewer dichotomies, and thus be able to embrace complexity. 
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The previous chapter argued that the concept of representation is 

misleading.  The text instead followed a line of thinking that sought to 

understand the analytical intricacy required to navigate complex 

environments today: environments engaged in constant feedback loops 

between artificial and non-artificial entities, digital and analog 

technologies and domains. 

This second chapter proposes considering the concept of simulacrum as a 

further exit strategy from representation and the corresponding 

dichotomies that originated in transcendent thought. 

With this aim, and thus not following a strict chronological order, it 

seems necessary to first signal a departure from negative and critical 

conceptualisations of the simulacrum—which are obviously linked to the 

Platonic residue of representation—as famously developed by Jean 

Baudrillard.  

In a second moment, the vision of the simulacrum as the only possible 

way to conceptualise reality without further Platonic dichotomies will be 

presented in Gilles Deleuze’s thought. A complementary model, Charles 

Sanders Peirce’s triadic semiotic model, will then be proposed, which 
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further avoids binary oppositions and can be useful to elicit thinking in 

more complex terms. 

 

2.1 The Overcoming of Baudrillard’s Conception of Simulacra 

 

In Symbolic Exchange and Death (1976) Jean Baudrillard extensively 

analyses an ongoing process of reality’s dematerialisation in capitalist 

societies, which he argues is due to the overabundance and dominium of 

signs over reality. Baudrillard explains different aspects of this process, 

notoriously defining three different orders of simulacra, which 

correspond to the three levels of the process of dematerialisation and 

ascendancy of signs over the world. 

Baudrillard’s defines the real as ‘that of which it is possible to provide an 

equivalent reproduction’ (Baudrillard 1976: 114). Therefore, in his 

thought, the real is a kind of original on which fallacious copies are 

produced and spread. Baudrillard argues further that, in our present 

condition, the concept that we need to define our relationship with the 

world is not the real, but the hyperreal. This condition has been enabled 

by the loss of the referent and the continuous circulation and arbitrariness 

of the sign, in which the correspondences between sign and referent, or to 
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put it another way, of words and world, is completely lost. The real then 

gets “trapped” in an infinite repetition of itself:  

The end of the spectacle brings with it the collapse of reality 
into hyperrealism, the meticulous reduplication of the real, 
preferably through another reproductive medium such as 
advertising or photography. Through reproduction from one 
medium into another the real becomes volatile […] but it also 
draws strength from its own destruction, becoming the real 
for its own sake, a fetishism of the lost object which is no 
longer the object of representation, but the ecstasy of 
denegation and its own ritual extermination: the hyperreal.  
(Baudrillard 1976: 116) 

 

One of the first and most simple objections that come to mind in this 

respect is the impossibility, so far at least, of eradicating the material 

substrate of physicality in a radical sense (if one agrees that there is a 

material substrate, such as Baudrillard does). In more concrete words, 

and as already advanced by Tomas Maldonado (1992), even if one 

spends eighteen hours a day in a virtual reality environment, playing 

video games or watching TV immersed in advertising and photographic 

reproductions, as Baudrillard mentions in the quote above, one still 

cannot avoid basic physical and physiological necessities such sleeping, 

eating and so on. Despite the fact that Baudrillard’s warning about the 

dematerialisation of reality may have been, and hopefully was, a 

metaphoric exploration of this idea, when understood in a literal sense, it 

generated a significant deal of confusion in theory and criticism on 
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digital media.18 

The hyperreal is the consequence of simulacra. As noted above, 

Baudrillard defines three orders of simulacra. In first-order simulacrum 

there is a counterfeiting of an original. First-order simulacra are 

characteristic of the historical period that extends from the Renaissance 

up until the Industrial Revolution. The author identifies in this stage ‘the 

end of the obligatory sign’ and the successive ‘reign of the emancipated 

sign’ (85) wherein there is a passage from an order in which the 

proliferation of signs was limited and subject to strict rules and 

prohibitions—generally by religious institutions—to a stage in which 

signs are dominated by the law of demand. This proliferation of multiple 

signs according to the corresponding demand is not controlled by the law 

that obliged them anymore, but they are instead a counterfeit of the 

original obligatory sign. Baudrillard identifies a necessary and obligatory 

relation between the sign and the natural referent that it “should” and 

used to have. He exemplifies the stage of first-order simulacrum with the 

‘stucco angel’, which he identifies as a symbol of baroque opulence and 

‘forgery’—of nature and the ‘natural referent’… And this will get still 

more Platonic. 

                                                
18 To this confusion, that Maldonado had briefly discussed in some of the essays 
published in Italian under the title Reale e virtuale (Real and virtual), Katherine Hayles 
has dedicated a whole book, How We Became Posthuman, published in 1999. This topic 
will be further discussed throughout the text, but especially on Chapters 5 and 6. 
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Baudrillard compares the automaton and the robot to explain second-

order simulacra: the automaton is a technical artifact that counterfeits 

humans ‘by analogy’ (88), and in which the link with the ‘natural 

referent’ is therefore preserved and evident. In the robot and the machine 

a relationship of (false) equivalence is established: 

The automaton is the analogon of man and remains 
responsive to him (even playing draughts with him!). The 
machine is the equivalent of man, appropriating him to itself 
as an equal in the unity of a functional process. This sums up 
the difference between first and second-order simulacra. (88) 

 

The issue in second-order simulacra is no longer a problem of 

resemblance, but rather how all differences and similitudes have been 

absorbed to let way to ‘the principle of operativity’ (90): ‘such is the 

machine, such is the entire system of industrial production’ (89). 

According to this logic, all originals have thus been lost. Only pure series 

remain, which are copies that have the logic of serial production. In terms 

of the sign, it entails circulation—the reproduction of a sign without a 

referent. 

Finally, Baudrillard defines the third-order simulacrum as the moment in 

which ‘there are models from which all forms proceed according to 

modulated differences’ (1976: 92). In this last form of simulacra, which 

coincides with hyperreality, there is no longer mechanical reproduction, 

but instead ‘everything is conceived according with their very 

reproducibility, their diffraction from a generative core called a “model”’ 
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(92). If first-order simulacra corresponded to a pre-industrial era, and 

second-order simulacra corresponded to mechanisation and industrial 

reproduction, third-order simulacra correspond to the era of binary code 

and cybernetics (94-96). Third-order simulacra correspond to the era of 

simulation, not only is there no ‘natural’ or ‘obliged’ referent for the 

sign, but it is a time of ‘generative models’ (97). Through codes, pure 

simulacra, pure signs can be generated. What is worse, they can 

definitively replace reality ‘according to modulated differences’.  

This kind of understanding of simulacra has several problems, which are 

largely considered already overcome. However, it is still important to 

clarify Baudrillard’s conception of simulacra because Baudrillard is in 

part responsible for its negative acceptation, which was engendered by 

Plato, but the concept nonetheless had its followers. In the first place, 

Baudrillard’s conceptualisation of the simulacrum through the idea of the 

dominance of signs reveals a semiotic substrate that implies the axiom 

that there is a perfect correspondence between signs and the world. This 

idea will be better discussed and challenged in chapter 4 through Lévi-

Strauss’ concept of mana and the floating signifier, which considers the 

fact that signs and the world do not completely fit, there is an evident 

overspill of the world over signs, and conversely, language can build 

worlds that do not have a material referent. 
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Secondly, this implied axiom leads to the supposition that there actually 

is a material substrate that is good, or at least better, as opposed to the 

‘dematerialised’ hyperreal, which is quite negative. 

 

2.2 Deleuze and the Simulacrum as the Actual Overcoming of 

Representation 

 

In the context of this research, the simulacrum is understood as a 

conceptualisation used to project one’s actions: there is no faith in matter 

anymore, so simulacra serve as models to better understand the world. 

Therefore, Deleuze’s development of the idea of simulacrum as advanced 

(eight years earlier) in Différence et répétition (1968) has proven to be 

more coherent and useful than Baudrillard’s model, and is congruous 

with the overcoming of representation. Deleuze eliminates the opposition 

between world and symbols, between an original or model and its 

reproduction. As he explains at the very beginning of the book, the world 

of representation was the world of identity—Plato’s world—but modern 

thought was born amidst the loss of identities and the failure of 

representation. It is thus a world of simulacra; all identities are only 

simulated, ‘produced as an optical “effect” by the more profound game 

of difference and repetition’ (xix). 
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Examining how Plato had to ‘surrender to representation’ in order to 

liberate the relation between model and copy from the simulacrum, 

Deleuze makes evident how Plato abhorred the idea of simulacrum. The 

copy still maintains an internal spiritual and ontological relationship—

and thus not one of pure resemblance—with the Idea through the model, 

because the model takes part of the essence of the Same. The 

simulacrum, on the other hand, is a phantom that has no link with the 

model, nor with the copy. In this sense, the copy has a direct relation with 

truth, while the simulacrum is, precisely, pure simulation with no 

relationship to being or truth whatsoever (265). This is also part of the 

reason why Plato despised poetry and art, and especially painting: 

because art, mimetic art, has two grades of separation with the Same—

namely, with truth. In short, it is pure simulacrum.19 

                                                
19 Erick Havelock, 1963, has extensively and brilliantly explained the relationship between 
simulacrum, poetry and mimesis in Plato: ‘This is precisely the turn given to the term as the 
argument of Book Ten unfolds itself. True, poetry to be banned is at first qualified as “poetry in 
so far as it is mimetic”, but this qualification then appears to be dropped. Plato as he says 
himself has now sharpened his vision of what poetry really is. He has transcended the critique 
of Book Three, which confined itself to dram as its target. Now, not only the dramatist, but 
Homer and Hesiod come into question. Nor is the issue any longer confined to protecting the 
moral character. The danger is one of crippling the intellect. Why is this? The answer, he 
replies, will require a complete and exhaustive definition of what mimesis really amounts to. 
This answer depends on whether we accept the Platonic doctrine, established in the intervening 
books, that absolute knowledge, or true science if we so choose to call it, is of the Forms and of 
the Forms alone, and that applied science or skilled technique depends on copying the Forms in 
artefacts. The painter and the poet achieve neither. Poetry is not so much non-functional as 
anti-functional. It totally lacks the precise knowledge that a craftsman for example can apply to 
his trade, still less can it employ the precise aims and goals which side the skilled educator in 
his training of the intellect, For this training depends on the skill of calculation and 
measurement; the illusions of sensible experience are critically corrected by the controlling 
reason. Poetry per contra indulges in constant illusionism, confusion and irrationality. This is 
what mimesis ultimately is, shadow-show of phantoms, like those images seen in the darkness 
of the wall of the cave. 
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Instead, for Deleuze, the modern world is one of simulacra (xix), a world 

in which all identities have been lost. It makes no sense to think in terms 

of representation, models or copies. It is instead necessary to embrace 

simulacra. Unlike Baudrillard, Deleuze refrains from expressing any kind 

of positive or negative judgement in relation to this situation. For him, 

representation simply does not suffice any more to understand and 

explain the current state of complexity. Clearly in this conception there is 

no connection to any supposed material, or idealistic foundation. The 

simulacrum and the symbol are one and the same thing, the simulacrum 

is a sign that has interiorised ‘the conditions of its own repetition’ (66-

67): 

Everything has become simulacrum, for by simulacrum we 
should not understand a simple imitation but rather the act by 
which the very idea of a model or privileged position is 
challenged and overturned. The simulacrum is the instance 
which includes a difference within itself, such as (at least) 
two divergent series on which it plays, all resemblance 
abolished so that one can no longer point to the existence of 
an original and a copy. (69) 

 

The simulacrum, thus expressed, is the only possibility of setting up the 

conditions of ‘real experience’, thus conceiving of the simulacrum in this 

way helps us to understand, navigate, and actively inhabit complex 

                                                                                                                   
[…] But is now obvious that mimesis has become the word par excellence for the over-
all linguistic medium of the poet and his peculiar power through the use of this medium 
(meter and imagery are included in the attack) to render account of reality. For Plato, 
reality is rational, scientific and logical, or is nothing’ (24). 
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environments that can result, as it will be further argued, in complex 

subjectivities.  

It is important to underscore that the simulacrum is not understood in this 

sense as an uncritical and passive accomplice to industrial serialisation, 

or even code-based simulation—as was Baudrillard’s argument—but on 

the contrary, thus considered, it can be a tool to avoid this trap. The 

simulacrum is to be thought in terms of difference and repetition and not 

of representation. Every simulacrum is differential and carries difference 

in itself. 

 

2.3 Peirce’s Triadic Model as a Complementary Exit Strategy 

 

An interesting and complementary model to overcome dualistic thought 

and steer the discussion towards the terrain of simulacra can be found in 

Charles S. Peirce’s triadic model in the field of semiotics. In the previous 

chapter, it was mentioned that Derrida’s critique of Ferdinand de 

Saussure’s dyadic theory of the sign through his introduction of the 

concept of différance pointed at avoiding, among other issues, binary 

thought. Derrida finds in the opposition of signifier and signified another 

way of conceiving the world in terms of pairs of opposites—of binary 



 

91 

 

oppositions. Examining a triadic model like Peirce’s20 and placing it in 

relation to simulacra can also contribute to the ‘deconstruction’ of this 

fallacy. 

Peirce’s triadic model is important within the context of this research 

because, for him, any mode of thinking and cognition depends on its use 

of signs. Thus, thought and objects are signs in themselves. Peirce 

considers both the mental image of a table as well as the table itself to be 

signs, depending on the position each of these terms occupies in turn in 

the process of infinite semiosis.  

It is then important to explain how Peirce defines semiosis and signs:  

By semiosis I mean an action, an influence, which is, or 
involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign, its 
object and an interpretant, this tri-relative influence not being 
in any way resolvable into actions between pairs (1931: 
5.484).  

 

As Umberto Eco explains, when Peirce talks about ‘subjects’, these are 

not necessarily human. The process of semiosis does not imply any 

communicative intention (1976: 15), and the object can be, but is not 

necessarily, an object, because Peirce defines the object as anything that 

can be thought.  

                                                
20 A hint at this process can be provided by the fact that Peirce’s model had not had the 
success (in Europe) that Saussure’s had, in spite of the fact that an influential theorist 
like Umberto Eco did so much to explain his oeuvre. In this regard, see Eco 1968, 1975 
[1976], 1983.  
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A sign is then ‘something which stands to21 somebody for something in 

some respect or capacity’ (1931: 2.228), it denotes a certain object, and 

the understanding of this something that ‘stands for’ is mediated and only 

possible through the third element, the interpretant; the interpretant is the 

effect of a sign, the signification or interpretation of a certain sign. 

Although Eco does not deny that in order to imply some kind of 

interpretation through the interpretant there can be a certain  

‘psychological event in the mind of a possible interpreter’, he states that 

it is also possible to think about semiosis processes ‘in a non-

anthropomorphic way’ (Eco 1976: 15). The process of infinite semiosis is 

produced when the interpretant becomes a sign in itself with its own 

object and interpretant, a chain that can be indefinitely repeated (2.303). 

Therefore, one of the main advantages of this model when compared 

with Saussure’s is that ‘it does not demand, as part of a sign’s definition, 

the qualities of being intentionally emitted and artificially produced’ (15-

16).22 The model introduces several issues that hold great interest for the 

present work. First of all, it does not differentiate between human and 

non-human production of sense—although, as a semiotic theory, it does 

consider sense, unlike information theory (Shannon-Weaver 1948; Eco 
                                                
21 Even though Peirce uses the word ‘representation’, and also ‘representamen’ to name 
the part of the sign that holds a relation of determination with its object, he does never 
use the word ‘representation’ in his definition of the sign. The sign is not “representing” 
its object, but it ‘stands for’ it. 

22 In the context of this research, semiosis should imply a theory of 
communication, and therefore of intentionality. To deepen this topic please 
see Eco 1976, and other authors quoted by him. 
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1968, 1975 [1976]; Volli 2000). Furthermore, Peirce does not distinguish 

between material and non-material signs. In this theory there is no 

preponderance of material or conceptual hierarchies regarding thoughts 

and signs—virtuality and materiality in this sense are at the same level 

and potentially interwoven together. Moreover, for Peirce a subject (this 

time in the sense of human being) can also work as a sign, as well as 

thought: 

Now the representative function of a sign lies neither in its 
material quality nor in its pure demonstrative application; 
because it is something which the sign is, not in itself or in a 
real relation to its object; but which it is to a thought, while 
both of the characters just defined belong to the sign 
independently of its addressing to any thought. And yet if I 
take all the things which have certain qualities and physically 
connect them with another series of things, each to each, they 
become fit to be signs. (5.287)  

 

Furthermore, not every part of a sign ‘signifies’ according to Peirce. The 

sign has a necessary relation with its object but not every part of the sign 

is equally significant in the semiosis process. In this sense, and unlike 

Saussure’s model, this conception of the sign and of the process of 

signification already contemplates the idea of overspill, of surabondance 

of signification of objects over the signs that stand for them, but also of 

the signs over their objects: there are parts of the sign that do not have a 

correspondence in the object. In this model there is no illusion of a 

perfect correspondence between signs and their objects, which is another 
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reason why it proves to be especially useful in this context.23  

Finally, in his famous ‘Letter to Lady Welby’ (1902) Peirce defines the 

three categories, or ‘modes of being’, which he calls ‘cenopythagorean 

categories’, that classify and give meaning to every phenomena and 

object of thought: 

Firstness is the mode of being of that which is such as it is, 
positively and without reference to anything else. 
Secondness is the mode of being of that which is such as it is, 
with respect to a second but regardless of any third. 
Thirdness is the mode of being of that which is such as it is, 
in bringing a second and third into relation to each other. 
(8.328) 

 

Peirce exemplifies firstness with feelings, appearances or impressions 

(and not with experience). Secondness can be exemplified by action, by 

‘one thing acting upon another’. Finally, when law or reason comes in, 

there is thirdness: thirdness implies mediation, it is a third element that 

puts the first two into relation. The fact that Peirce explains thirdness in 

terms of thought (when law or reason come in, there is thirdness) 

underlines the fact that he considered thought as a kind of sign, and 

therefore not in terms of representation. Thirdness indicates a triadic 

relationship: ‘thirdness is the triadic relation existing between a sign, its 

object, and the interpreting thought, itself a sign, considered as 

constituting the mode of being a sign. A sign mediates between the 

                                                
23 As it was already advanced, this topic will be fully developed on chapter 4. 
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interpretant sign and its object’ (8.329). Through avoiding a dyadic 

identification between an essence and its expression or a materiality and 

its meaning, this triadic relationship proposes that the generation of 

meaning necessarily emerges from a relationship of thirdness: of three 

terms interacting in a limitless chain, the infinite semiosis which shows 

another path to think of significant processes that avoid the trap of 

representation. Consequently, it is possible to use this model to further 

think about complex environments in a way that actually accounts for 

this complexity without dividing each instance into virtual/material, 

digital/analog or simulacrum/original. 

In the triadic relationship between the elements that comprise the 

semiotic process, from a phenomenological point of view, Peirce defines 

the ways in which the sign denotes its object as icon, index or symbol: 

the icon by a quality of similitude, the index by real connection to its 

object, and the symbol by a convention or rule for its interpretant. 

Considering, for example, digital environments that have a similitude 

with non-digital realities in the sense of an iconic relationship precisely 

avoids misunderstanding it as a representation. Ultimately, this research 

intends to think of the ways in which the feedback loops between humans 

and machines generate sense and new subjectivities, and this model is 

coherent with a complex semiosis process in which its terms can 

alternately be human, non-human, material and virtual: if comprehension 

of sense has been, so far at least, exclusively human, this model allows to 
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better account for the complexities in its production.  

 

2.4 Images, Screens, Icons & Simulacra 

 

A useful view, as already developed elsewhere (Galati and Bianchi 

2014), is considering the (digital device) screen in terms of icon and 

simulacra, and not as a simple image. Peirce’s definition of the sign and 

its triadic relationship has already been explained, thus how can the 

concept of simulacrum—considered as defined above—be of use to 

better understand images in general and digitised images in particular? 

The key point is the continuity between the world and the world of 

simulacra, and in a second stage, the consideration of the digitised object 

or image as ontological repetition, as extensively developed in the 

previous chapter.  

There is continuity between images, the digital and the world. This 

comprises the ‘univocity of being’ (Deleuze 1968: 303) from which any 

dualistic separation between virtual and real, images and the world, 

images and digital images is definitely removed.  

The confusion of the screen with an image can have its origin—in the 

case of computers, tablets and smart phones—first in the desktop 

metaphor of different operating systems and then in the progressive 
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elimination of interfaces thanks to touch-screen technology. The screen is 

not just an image. It displays images, usually through an interface, and 

these interfaces can, like the Renaissance paintings described by Leon 

Battista Alberti, be considered ‘windows to other worlds’ (1431).24 In 

this sense, Peirce’s semiotic theory can be of use to clear the path to 

understanding how interfaces and operating systems can work as icons or 

symbols in relationship to the signs, specifically, the referents and 

concepts that they loosely allude to. 

Computer, tablet and cell phone screens display an interface that the user 

interacts with to navigate the device. This interface is part of an operating 

system that conveys a certain metaphor, namely, the desktop metaphor 

that makes it more user-friendly. As the operating systems were updated, 

and eventually improved, the will of “illusionism” began to grow. For 

instance, while previous versions were more ‘modernist”, according to 

Manovich, the Mac OS8 that launched in 1997 included a colour display, 

the trash icon had some volume and the calculator buttons had a shadow. 

Although the display was still fairly synthetic, its design conveyed a clear 

intention to represent three-dimensional objects. In Peirce’s terms, it 

could be said that there was a passage from a symbolic to an iconic 

representation in the interface. In the first versions of the operating 

systems—at least in Apple’s—the relationship between the represented 
                                                
24 In his Tratatto sulla pittura (1431) Alberti codified the linear perspective that Filippo 
Brunelleschi had “invented” a few years before, calling the pictorial surface in which 
space was represented ‘a window to another world’. 
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objects (dustbins, folders and buttons) and the referent maintained some 

salient traits, but were not necessarily similar. Therefore, the represented 

objects and referent kept a conventional, and thus symbolic, relationship. 

Later versions of the operating system significantly increased the realism 

of their interface by ascribing similar traits to the represented object so as 

to allow a direct recognition, thus maintaining an iconic relationship. It is 

only then that a desktop icon coincided with the semiotic one.  

In this sense, considering the world in general and the digital at large, 

including the screen and digitised images in terms of different types of 

simulacra is coherent with the avoidance of representation and the 

conception of digitalisation processes in general and digitised/digital 

artworks in particular in terms of ontological repetition. 

Peirce’s model, on the other hand, cannot only be applied to digitised 

images, digital screens or other related events in terms of an iconic 

relationship that evades representation and its corresponding dichotomies 

and ontological hierarchies, but it more importantly introduces a triadic 

model. This model places ‘human and non-human cognisers’ (Hayles 

2005: 212)—namely natural, artificial, analog and digital 

environments—in a process of infinite semiosis (which would be no 

stretch to describe as a feedback loop) in which any instance can work as 

sign, object or interpretant of the others without making any ontological 

hierarchisations. In this sense, Peirce’s model proves to have been quite 
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ahead of its time, considering we are still embroiled in discussions and 

explanations of the importance of avoiding these hierarchisations today. 

 

 2.5 Art & Simulacra 

 

Deleuze talks about art particularly in terms of simulacra, in this sense all 

art is simulacrum. In the same way that every digitisation process, 

digitised image or digitally created thing is also simulacrum—yet in the 

sense of repetition, not in the notion of simulacra having a degraded 

ontology. There are of course, differences in all these repetitions, but not 

hierarchical differences at the level of the ontological status.  

Perhaps the highest object of art is to bring into play 
simultaneously all these repetitions, with their differences in 
kind and rhythm, their respective displacements and 
disguises, their divergences and decentrings; to embed them 
in one another and to envelop one or the other in illusions the 
'effect’ of which varies in each case. 
Art does not imitate, above all because it repeats; it repeats 
all the repetitions, by virtue of an internal power (an imitation 
is a copy, but art is simulation, it reverses copies into 
simulacra). (Deleuze 1968 [1994]: 293) 

 

The previous chapter mentioned how Deleuze exemplified the 

development of difference and repetition with Andy Warhol’s oeuvre. 

Warhol’s series of silkscreens were mechanically reproduced, and, as is 

well known, he purposely left behind any “mistakes” like paint stains, 
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displacements that took place in the work’s reproduction process, which 

of course made every version unique.  

 

Within this context, it is worthwhile to expand the analysis to include the 

work of Italian artist Gabriele Di Matteo (born in Torre del Greco, 

Naples, in 1957) who can be said to have dedicated (almost) his whole 

oeuvre to exploring the impossibility of the copy in art, particularly to 

how this might relate to the limits of painting.  

Di Matteo started exploring the subject of copying and reproducing in the 

early Nineties. In fact, it was around this time that his interest shifted 

towards the mechanism of image reproduction rather than on images 

themselves (Verzotti 2002). In the early project Biografie (1991) at 

Galleria Fac-Simile in Milan he reproduced a series of covers from a 

collection of Spanish books form the Fifties on a large-scale canvases, 

each of which was dedicated to a relevant character in the history of 

universal culture. Each character was depicted on the cover in an 

illustrated portrait, significantly, the first portrayed was Johannes 

Gutenberg. Di Matteo first enlarged a photograph of the covers to the 

desired size (250 x 174 cm) through the scanachrome25 technique, then 

painted on some of them while others were simply left as scanachromes. 

The operation performed in this project still remains within the terrain of 

                                                
25 Inkjet print on big dimension surfaces. 
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repurposing defined by Bolter and Grusin. In other words, the work 

functions as a translation from one medium into another and not its 

‘remediation.’ Even if the reproduction is quite exact, the measures, 

technique and context vary considerably, obviously when translating a 

paper magazine to oil on canvas or scanachrome to canvas.  

The project Marcel Duchamp, a life in pictures: Illustrations by André 

Raffray (1993-2002) adopts a similar spirit. In this case, Di Matteo 

realised two series of canvases and two series of cameos based on a book 

on the life of Marcel Duchamp for children illustrated by André Raffray 

(1977). The first version was realised in 1993 and based on the original 

French version, while the second was made in 2002 when the artist found 

the English version by chance. This work actually has three versions, 

because when he saw the English version, although the illustrations were 

the same, he noticed the slight differences in the colours of the different 

prints. Thus, Di Matteo decided to print the second book as a 

scanachrome and then painted on it—which technically made the second 

scanachrome version disappear under the painting. 

The artist hadn’t started strictly “reproducing” yet, but this series 

provides another clear example of repurposing. This was enough to make 

the illustrator, André Raffray, very angry. Raffray eventually understood 

and accepted the project, which was the point when Di Matteo started to 
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question the absolute impossibility of actually copying art. These 

reflections would get much more specific and practical very soon.  

In the Nineties, the artist also started realising large-scale portraits of 

cultural and political figures that again transposed photographs found in 

journals to paintings.  

This is the case of Arafat (1996), which consists of five portraits and one 

scanachrome of Yaser Arafat and The Blind Man (1998),26 which 

comprises five portraits of writer Jorge Luis Borges. However, he 

realised each series slightly differently. In the first series Arafat, which is 

based on a photograph of the Palestinian leader, Di Matteo painted the 

five canvases one after the other, trying to repeat exactly the same 

gesture in each one. In doing so, not only were the portraits repeated, but 

also the movement, action and necessary performance required for their 

realisation. The gesture itself thus becomes some kind of abstraction of 

painting. The procedure changed slightly for The Blind Man. Each time 

that the portrait was repeated, Di Matteo tried to make it as identical as 

possible to the preceding work, making an effort to remember and repeat 

the exact gestures performed to paint it. What’s key here is not only 

repetition, but the role that memory played in creating the work, 

encountering in this task the evidence that it is impossible to copy art, 

                                                
26 Collection Musée d’art moderne et contemporain, Geneva. 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































