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THINGS, ASSEMBLAGES, WORLDS: LOCATING VIBRANCY

BEYOND A SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP (A TALE OF

DISPOSITION)

PAUL COUILLARD

OThings, Asemblages, WidsO ar-
gues that the vibrancy of things is
attributable not to an inheent qual-
ity within matter, but to the rela-
tionality of the perceptual field or
world that things and lodies shae.
Reading Martin Heidegger's analyt-
ic of Dasein against Brian Massu-
mi's description of things in their
connectability allows for a revised
description of hav art sensitizes us
to things through defamiliarization.
Adina Bar-On's prformanceDispo-
sition provides a useful gample for
uncovering art's ability to reveal
things' charactertheir who-ness.

0. INTRODUCTION

ClLes choses, les assemblages, les
mondesE soutient que la vitalith des
choses ne eut pas §re attribuep gune
qualitepinhepente §la matige, mais §la
relationnalitg@du champ rceptuel ou du
monde partagfpar les objets et les corps.
En confontant I'analyse de Dasein de
Martin Heidegger #a description des ob-
jets dans leur capacifde se conneter de
Brian Massumi, cela grmet une descrip-
tion repisep de la manige dont I'art nous
rend sensibles aux objet§teavers la d¢
paysement. La@rformance de Aina Bar-
On, Disposition constitue un @emple utile
pour mettre en lumidie la capacitgle I'art
arepeter la nature des objets, leur essence
propre.

n the call for this issue ofmaginationsauthors ae askel to con-
sider OHw can an eamination of the males of inscription
across melia, platforms, and interfaces, drawegiter attention to
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what is often ignoed in critical conwersations abut texts, objets,
and todies: the vitality of their materiality?O This pap respnds
first by attending to what it might mean to pinpint vibrancy and
agency as inhering tahingsNa stance that contrasts with our ten-
dency to ead intentionality (not to mention aesthetics) assting
firmly in the domain of humanconsciousnessbhe first four setions
explore some of the theretical underpinnings of these contrasting
ways of apppaching the pesumel separation ktween a Owh® in-
habiting and acting upn a world and a OwhatO that simplyists
within an objective envionment. Rather than privileging a human
quality of conscious intentionalitythis pager adwocates an apgyach
oriented toward a consideration ofelationality, where intelligibility

is understa@d to emerge aass a field of entities that enact their con-
nectedness and conretability to each other Each thing, bdy, and
person manifests inglation to its world.

Having establishé this philosophical gound, the pagr turns to a
descriptie territory that might feel more familiar to most eaders
of this publication. The fifth setion frames Viktor ShkleskyOs de-
vice of defamiliarization @stranenig in relation to the peceding
arguments, suggesting that art actions caeorient our relational
fields toward new possibilities of connetability, opening us up to
the Owho-nessO of ot that is, the particular conraabilities that
constitute their worlds. In doing spthe pager also ppposes a mee
away from thinking artOs mductive force in textual terms, ormades
of inscription in favour of privileging the disclosie power of an-
imateness, whex acts of conscriptiocan bring peviously unac-
knowledged or unrealized connectabilities into potential alignment.
The final three sections consider some of the acts of conscription, hu-
man and non-human, at play in thedronto iteration of Disposition a
work of site-sgecific performance art by Israeli artist dina Bar-On.

1. VIBRANCY, AGENCEMENT AND DISTRIBUTED AWARENESS

to view thingsanew. Asvibrantentities, things ae not only what

I n her book Vibrant Matter Jane Bennett encourages headers
a human consciousness can make of them. yhappear in rela-
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tion to both a Oecalcitranc® that esists human understanding and
a Opsitive, productive power of their ovnO that can affe and trans-
form us (0). Affirming the vibrancy of matter is a nve away fom

a traditional perspective that attempts to estrict agency to human
intentionality. To say that a thing has vibrancy is toecognize it as
an actant rather than simply as an olge In broad terms, Bennett
is interested in Oa thery of distributive agencyO in which Otleeare

[E] always a swarm of vitalities at playO (U0-ul).eRmg to situate
what she calls OthinggwerQ Bennett turns to a notion of assemblage
to descrite matterOsqgtential vibrancy arguing that a thingOsop/-

er correspnds to the way it &erts force within a network. While
the concept of assembly is central to actor-netsk theory,® which

is often closely linkel to vital materialism, Bennett cites Mark Bon-
ta and John RuteviOs definition of Oassemblaggencemehtas Oan
intensive network or rhizome displaying €dnsistencyO or emergent
effect by tapping into the ability of the self-atering forces of het-
erogen@us materials to mesh togeth@r (Bonta and Btevi, Deleuze
and Gephilosophy+g)O (0i). This identifies her understanding of
assemblage as having a Deleuziaréddfion.

Invoking Gilles Deleuze and FZlix GuattariOs notion of assemblage
however, demands something mercomple than a simple edistri-
bution of agency among material entities, human or othase. Erin
Manning, in her mok The Minor Gestey has winted out the ten-
dency of the English wrd assemblageNthe generally accepteans-
lation for Deleuze and GuattariOs teagencemeRlto be read tm
much in terms of objets. She writes,@encemergpeaks to the in-
terstitial arena of experience of the inteval, [E] where the field is
still in formation. [E] Unfortunately, assemblage hasdcften keen
read as an obf or existent configuration, rather than in its p-
tentializing directionality. [E] Agencemer{E] carries within itself a
sense of meement and connetibility, of processual agencyO (QGU).

This suggests that the vibrancy Bennett is so irgstal in exploring
may bke less a quality that emanatesofm objects than it is a function
of a field of potentializing directionality: an animateness inhent at
least as much toelationalityas to materiality If causality cannot b



confined to human intentionality neither can vibrancy b confinel
to material objets; oth are indices of a shad relational field.

Brian Massumi pints to something similar irParables for the Virtual
when he suggests, @peption liesbetweenthe perceiver and the er-
ceivedO (601). For him, the wayeatures erceive a thing is defind
by how they are able to encounter and act op that thing, whee
Othe poperties of the rceived thing are properties of the action
more than of the thing itsel® (6i). While it may agar that Massu-
miOs guating of perception with an ability to act upn a thing priv-
ileges an intentionality that is at least organic if nokelusively hu-
man, he is quick to add, OThisenot mean [E] that the poperties
are subjetive or in the perceiver. On the contray, they are tokens of
the perceiverOs and thegceivedOs conete inclusion in each otherOs
worldO (61).

Massumi pints to Otheeciprocity of perceptionO (66), a configura-
tion that reveals multiple aspcts of mutually determinate prsenc-
ing: things, dies, and verlds. In his schema, Oa thing Oin iG]
is its connetability with other things outside itsel® (60). This con-
nectability need not be actualize; rather Othe humblesidwer en-
folds forces that no ceature, not even a human, will @er know how

to connect to: colors outside the visible sptrum, forces to small,
too large too subtlg or simply too different to conjoinO (60). At the
same time connetability is what determines bth things and the
perceiving todies positioned at the other end of prception. OThe
thing is its being-perceiveds. A tody is its perceivings. OBlyO and
Othing® [E]xést only as implicatel in each otherO (6+). The con-
nectability of perception that fows between things and lodiesNthe
potential for two things to ke implicatel in one anotherNis what
Massumi calls the wrld. As he puts it, OThat torheade perception

is the worldO (6+).

Conflating perception and vorld in this way moves away fom a tra-
ditional subject-object relationship that Icates rceptions in tod-
ies and qualities in things. Peeption-as-verld conjoins these tw
manifestationsNbdy and thingNas ples of an axis that conres
and defines them dth. Put another waya body does not eclusively
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own its world, nor dees a thing simply ppulate a lndyOs wrid. Both
body and thing inhabit a shaad world of sheer connestability, and
what is distributedNnot within or among them so much abetween
themNis not simply foce or agencybut also awagness. The unfold-
ing of a world amounts to a fundamental, talized, and eciprocal in-
telligibility that manifests as matter as much as it ds as conscious-
ness.

2. THINGS AND BEING

assumiOs way of understanding things canvewed as

both a challenge to and aworking of Martin HeideggerOs

analytic of Dasein irBeing and TimeHeidegger psitsDa-
seirNa term that translates literally into English as OtkeieingONas
groundd in a particular type of self-understanding. Michael Inved
offers a brief histoy of the term:

O[Da] means thered [E] and Oheb [E], as vell as GhenOGince®
etc. Prefixed to sein, Go beO it 6rms dasein, Qo be ther e, pre-
sent, available, to e xistOIn the seventeenth centur y the infini-
tive was nominaliz ed as (das) Dasein, originally in the sense o f
OpesenceQlIn the eighteenth centur y Dasein came to be used
by philosopher s as an alternativ e to the latinate Exis tenz (¢he
existence of God{, and poets used it in the sense o f OliéD[E]
Colloquially it is used f or the being o f life or persons. (Dasein in
Heidegger is quite dis tinct from Dass-sein, Ghat -beingQO (42).

Heidegger understands humareimg or Dasein as fundamentally dif-
ferent from the keing of things or of other ceatures, which is his
way of sidestepping Cartesian analyses thagdt consciousness as a
distinct type of OthinglyOding. RenZ Descartes insidten the sepa-
ration of res cogitanfomres &tensathereby positing consciousness
in terms of non-material but still ontological entities such as soul
or spirit. This, in HeideggerOs wigis a deisively misleading detour
away from the ssibility of thinking keing as such:

@n unexpressed anticipator y ontological char acterization is
contained in addr essing beings as Ghings O fes). An analy sis
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which starts with such beings and goes on to inquir e about
being comes up with thingliness and r eality. Ontological e xpli-
cation thus finds , as it proceeds, characteristics of being such
as substantialit y, materiality, extendedness, side-by-side-
ness.E [E] When one designates things as the beings thatar e
Oinitially given® one goes atray ontologically O (215, 67-68).

Rather than describing humarging as a comgsite of material lndy
and etheeal soul or spirit as distinct entities, Heidegger startsrin
an understanding of humanding as a singular unity: OBeingsear
a who (existence) or else avhat (objective presence in the lyadest
sense)O (6, g@). He asserts that okdfigs, Dasein Ounderstands it-
self in terms of its aistenc® (g, 00); oput another way ODasein
is a keing which is elated understandingly in its leing toward that
being (Sein)O (=dd, +U). This is contrastéth the being of ©bjec-
tively presentO things: @ Bomething objetively present its feing

is a matter of Qindiffence& (OgleichgYltigO),emuecisely, it QisO in
such a way that its king can neither b indifferent nor non-indif-
ferent to itO (=6, o). HeideggerOs highly ambrentric claim mint-
edly structures intelligibility and meaningfulness in terms of human
awareness and @rception. His formulation dismisses tout court, for
example the possibility that animate espnsiveness and innate bi-
ological piocesses and digsitions facusal on self-pesewation or
survival enhancement demonstrate a living entityOs understanding
of and concern for its bing. In his viev, OLife has itswn kind of
being, but it is essentially accessible only in DaseinO (i, @6). Da-
seinOsxelusive access to understandingimgNwhich is ke to the
concepts of unconcealmess and opnness that run though all of
HeideggerOs writingsNhinges on human consciousness couyita
language In OThe Origin of the &tk of Art,0O Heidegger argues that
language Obringseings as kings, for the first time into the open.
Where language is not @sent, as in the éing of stones, plants, or
animals, thee is also no opnness of bings, and consgiently no
openness either of that which is not ading des Nichtseiendgar of
emptinessO (26).
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What such an argument fails toecognize is that kings enact their
opennessas and though their Ieing that is, byhow they act A bee
recognizes and is ogn in particular ways to albwer, and vice er-
sa; they shate a world of mutual intelligibility through their interac-
tions without having to name their espnsiveness to each other in
language This is no less true of the earth and the e, which enact
their openness to each other tbugh their gravitational danceBeing
does not equire an act of OunconcealingO in langyageich, as an
inscriptive layer of representation, transforms as much as éveals.
At best, one might say that language facilitates a particular kind of
openness of bing for human consciousness

Thinking ontology through perception rather than languageNby fo-
cusing on the imbricatd and Iccalized unfoldings of time spaceand
matterNhas lecome elevant in new ways as ve hawe extended hu-
man awaeness to domains wherdifferent laws and lehaviours ap-
pear to apply than those detdable to an unenhanathuman sen-
sory system. If one is to concern oneself with the meaning @&-b
ing, then it is fair to ask haev it is that entities and @ents manifest
in particular ways by inquiring into the suchness of matter and ani-
mateness without immeiately prioritizing human awaeness, inten-
tionality, and epression. Hav is it that there are particles that mge
and vibrate attract and epulse in elation to one another? Can their
resmpnsiveness b equated with a kind of concern for their lging?
Heidegger argues ilBeing and Timéhat a chair and a wall could
never OtouchO each othaxchuse thg are OwrldlessONincapable of
becoming Oaccessilleto each other in Otheieing presentO (=,
++-+0). But s@ly his description of the contactdtween chair and
wall overlooks the basic wnder that two thingsNwhich apgar to ke
mostly empty space at the subatomiakNcan maintain their struc-
tural integrity, assert their distinctieness, and eschethe possibility
of simply melting together or passing tlough each othernotwith-
standing their lack of humanly understm or measued self-percep-
tion. Their contact enacts anxpressive dance of entitiesecogniz-
ingNor in MassumiOs terms, comtig withNeach other even with-
out a human witness. gainst Heideggerthen, | would argue that
the meeting of chair and wall is inded anencountethat influences
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or determines each of them in spific ways and that eveals them as
belonging to a shad world.

3. THINGS AT HAND

with entities is never a matter of @amining objectively pre-

sent things, but ratherinvolves Othings at handeing taken
care ofO Thus, OhandinesgOh@ndenhejtas oppsel to @bjective
presenc® Yorhandenhejtis Ghe ontological categorial definition of
beings as theare @ themseleO (ali+, 8hings apgar to Dasein
in the context of their usefulness and familiarity: what thecan do
and what one can do with them, aseil as hav they fit within or
open onto a larger world of actions and inter-elationships. Massu-
miOs argument that aobdyOs @rceptions corespnd to how that
body is able to act upn a thing could fe taken as a less antbpocen-
tric rejoinder to HeideggerOs assertions. This might suggest that a
thingOs vibrancy for adalyNits tendency to &cite compulsion, at-
traction, or interest within a relational fieldNis a function of its use-
fulness for that fody. Yet what Bennett pints to is something quite
the opposite Her descriptions of the vibrancy of things tend todas
on their uncanniness, that is, their tendency to stand out and net b
have as &pected or humanly willed.

I I eidegger argues that DaseinOs initisbyday encounter

Heidegger argues that séng entities GbjectivelyO in terms of their
material qualities rather than as addy integrate into oneDs wrld

by virtue of their handiness equires an &tra step of cognition. A
thingOs msence as a disete objet with particular material qualities
only comes to the fog when that thing fails to function as>gect-

ed or desied. Heidegger notes tlge mades in which a useful thing
can recede from handiness and theby call attention to its pesence:
conspicuousnesss when a thing is damageor malfunctioning;ob-
trusivenessas when a thing is missing some essential element; and
obstinacy as when a thing bcomes an obstacle to ofs aims (206,
60-060).

While it may well be true that an adult, V€stern human tends not to
pay close attention to the materiality of familiar things, HeideggerOs
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argument des not account for hav handiness is largely learmke
through an tended apprenticeship of soialization. If Dasein in
its average @erydayness is inattentig to the objetive qualities of
things, it is largely lecause gperience has allwed these qualities to
recede into the backgound through a pocess of familiarization. In
HeideggerOseil-known example of DaseinOslationship to a ham-
mer, he never addesses the fact that one is non recognizing
what a hammer is, when and why it is useful, tnobest to use it,
or how it might be conneted to a larger netvork of things, sites,
and actions. Heidegger claims, OThe act of hammering itself gdisco
ers the sgcific OhandinessO (OHandlichkeitd) of the hammerO (al+, 66),
but such a description des not get back ehind either hav hammers
as poducel items eer came to ke, or howv a hammerOs usever
came upn the notion of using a hammer toqund a nail. In a sim-
ilar way, he describs the materials that make up the hammend
their origins, as if the are discweries that only ensue fim the ham-
merOs use: OHampiengs, nails in themsebs refer toNthey consist
ofNsteel, iron, metal, stonewood. ONat&d is [E] disceered in the
use of useful things, Ona&d in the light of psducts of natued (=,
0U). These descriptions @ to ignoe howv one learns abut ham-
mers by leing aound them and seing others use them in various
contexts. A childOsgrception of a hammer isery different from that

of an adult. For a child, objs ase things to ke suckel, tastel, rubked
against and touche in myriad waysNintriguing as much for their
sensoy and sensual qualities as for what one can do with them: their
ways of maving, their shag, their colour, the way they glint in the
light, their softness or hadness, their heat or aaness to the touch,
the way they smell and sound. Both the act of hammering and the
perceived handiness of a hammer ailgrounded in prior experiences
of tactile-kinaesthetic eploration and practice

Furthermore, hammers ag not naturally acurring entities. A t@l is,
by its very definition, something that has &n adaptd so that its
objectively present qualities can see a particular purpse In other
words, a tmlOs telos as a manufaadrobject is usefulness. Its util-
ity is key to what makes it a tol rather than some other kind of
object. A tool awoids keing immaediately conspicuous, obtruséy and



obstinate as an entity in large partdoause it has éen constructel
with just such a goal in mindNdesigrieand efined, possibly over
generations, to b useful without calling attention to itself, trough a
process that no doubt demande precise attentieness to the obe
tively present qualities of its comgsite materials. One cannot take as
a given that all types of keings ae appehende by Dasein accaling

to an imperative of handiness badeon the &ample of a hammer

4. THINGS IN A WORLD

denheitHeidegger aims to arrig at the apgarance of a wrld,

by which he means something quite distinciim either a gener-
al envionment or the sum of all the material entities thatopulate
oneds suaundings. Inwod, citing HeideggerOEhe Essence of Rea-
sonsoffers a helpful summar of the philosopherOs detitations on
the history of the termworld: OThe conclusion [E] is that therare
three notions of world: (@) beings as a wholedas Seinde im Gan2en
(b) the community of men; and, most satisfactorifg) men in ela-
tion to beings as a whol® (1g6). For Heideggtre world is Othati®
whichO Dasein 8O0 (alig, 6+), but it is not in itself a physkiaigh
and certainly not meely a spatial containerRather it constitutes an
interconnected milieu and sphee of reference that ogns onto and
supports human dealings with things. The arld provides a structue
of relevance that pesents and psences &ings for Dasein, encom-
passing on®s engagement atth a localized, individual level and as
part of a larger soiety: Owrld can mean the Opublicéria of the we
or oneDso@nO and neast domestic) surounding worldO (alig, 6<).
The world reveals physical entities in their &ing as something other
than objectively present thingsNas absorptions or inwements. It
exerts a kind of agency in its ability to makevident or orient us to-
ward the liveliness and interplay of things, which Heidegger some-
times expresses with the phrase ©vd worldsO In OThe Origin of the
Work of Art,O he writes, \World worlds and is moe fully in being
than all those tangible and grceptible things in the midst of which
we take ourseles to & at home[E] World is that always-nonobje-

I n thinking through the concepts oZuhandenheitind Vorhan-
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tual to which we are subjet as long as the paths of birth and death,
blessing and curseeep us transprted into beingO (G0).

Heidegger asserts not that theaxld is, but rather that the world
worlds. This suggests that theavld is as much a doing as aeing,
an enacting foce that guides or determines our discernment of
thingsNa description not so faramoved from MassumiOs configura-
tion of perception-as-verld. The diffeence of course is that while
Heidegger jpsits a world that only Dasein truly inhabits, Massumi
argues that lody and thing shae a world. If both body and thing
have their ovn worlds of connetability then each vould count, in
HeideggerOs terms, asiriyy awha

5. THINGS MADE STRANGE

material qualities of things when those thingssbome con-

spicuous, obtrusig or obstinate by failing to b immediate-
ly handy or useful in aleady familiar ways. When the wrld is posit-
ed as sher connetability, however, other revelations of a thingOs vi-
brancy can come to the fer The vibrancy affoded by assemblage is
the opening of perception to unfamiliar ptentialities. Humans &
able to notice things as vibrant not simply iretation to hov we can
use them, or een in terms of hav those things esist keing useful to
usNwhat Bennett calls theirgcalcitranceNbut also in terms of v
things shimmer in their unanticipatd connectability to other entities
and agenciesNthat is, in theirgsitive, productive power. Entering
into a worldly relationship with a thing can sometimes laronds
awareness tavard other aspects of that thing as it is Oin itsefiNin its
connectability to nonhuman grceptionsNthat would not othewise
or previously hawe been accessibleMassumi frames this aming to
potentiality in terms of pule sensation: a fing not yet crystallized
as perception, or as he puts it, Othe actuagistering of the ptential
more of which perception is not all; its tending, ending enwelop-
ment in each connetionO (U60). Vibrangcthen, could le understod
as a egistration of sensation signalling agtential shift of intelligi-

I I eidegger argues that &only notice the objetively present
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bility: a reorientation of relational fields to encompass @riously
unimaginable connetabilities.

Acknowledging vibrancy as a function of assemblageNanerqgep-
tion as the manifestation of aglational fieldNpovides a clue to un-
derstanding the ability of art to make things apgr strangeNartOs
imperative, as Viktor Shklesky descrites it, Oto make the stone
stonyO The Russian theést and critic argue that this is the \ery
purpose of art:

@\rt exists that one may r ecover the sensation o f life; it exists
to mak e one feel things, to make the stone stony. The purpose
of artis to impar tthe sensation o fthings as the y are perceived
and not as the y are known. The technique o fartis to mak e ob-
jects Ounémiliar O to male forms difficult , to increase the diffi-
culty and length o f perception because the pr ocess of percep-
tion is an aes thetic end in itself and mus t be prolonged. Art is
a way of experiencing the ar tfulness of an object: the object is
not impor tant O (219).

ShklovskyOs description uses theosst OprceptionO in a way that
is contrary to MassumiOsNas describing a feltness that@tes any
possibility of knawing rather than as the knwable limits of on®s
ability to act upon a thingNbut this is moe a semantic than concep-
tual divergence The unfamiliarity of the not-knavn that Shklossky
points to seems closely elated to what Massumi wishes to signal by
the use of the term sensation. Furthern®iShklosskyOs insistence
that the object is not important points toward the idea that vibrancy
is a elational moe than material phenomenon.

Still, one may ask, just he can art make the stone stony? Artists
are often able to draw our attention to the vibrancy of materialsNal-
lowing us to s@ them ane, to get closer to apm@hending them
as the things thg are in themselesNnot so much by making them
OunhandyO as by drawing our attention to othetemtials for their
connectability. Sometimes this is accomplistheby initiating new
forms of assemblagéut it can also ke achieed by bringing us into
worldsNinto other relational fields of pssible assemblagesNthat our
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everyday actions had not mviously attendel to. This requires ap-
proaching things not fom the pint of view of their utility, already
knowing or imagining what they can dq but by apppaching them
in unlikely ways to se what hapgns. Massumi argues that this is
the true process of inention. As he puts it, @n invention is an in-
situ plumbing of ptential rather than an gtrapolation of disengage
possibilityO (6+). Art is often undersio in terms ofmades of inscrip-
tion that mark or transform &isting materials, either to eveal what
was hidden or to bring n& possibilities into keing. Defamiliarization
might be better underst@d, hawever, in terms ofacts of conscription
that shift audiences@Iational fields by attuning their bdies to oth-
er potentials of connetability: to nonhuman verlds of gerception.

6. THE PLAY OF REIATIONALITY IN DISPOSITION

way by briefly considering the Bronto iteration of Disposition a
site-syecific performance by the Israeli artist dina Bar-On that
| producead in my role as the Performance Art Curator of Fado Per-
formance Inc:  While this is not a particularly ecent workNDispo-
sitionwas presentel in Toronto on the afternans of Satuday, Octo-
ber + and SundagyOctoter 6, GutiaNit emains vivid in my memoy
after moe than two decades.

I would like to explore artOs ability to shiftalational fields in this

At first glance Dispositionwas primarily concernd with human re-
lations, ploring concepts of home and territgr The performance
was driven by the pliable elationships Bar-On establisbewith her
audienceNpesenting herself by turns as dactive, confrontational,
conspiratorial or semingly indifferentNbut it also engage closely
with its surroundings to generate shad meaningfulness. InAOSo-
liloquyO aeflection on the experiences and impulses that guidé¢he
development of her practiceBar-On notes, Ol think that IOm an en-
vironmental artist, in moe than one sensdE] And the situations |
choose to rform in [E] are envionmental, seial situationsO (QU6).
This insistence on werlaying the envionmental and the saial is key

to the way Bar-On is able to draw attention to the vibrancy of things



by altering her audiences® sensibilities to intetsey fields of con-
nectability and elationality.

Dispositionwas structued as a tw-hour walking tour through the
residential neighburhood of Cabbagetan. Rather than offering a
linear narrative, Dispositionunfolded as a series of intealated and
resonant sensations, in MassumiOs sense of the term: a rhizomatic
jumble of unanticipatel images, sounds, xéures, m@ements, and
moods that challengd the audience to construct theirven mean-
ings. As the tourOs uncoentional guide Bar-On geeted the audi-
ence dessé conspicuously in a calf-length brighted dress made in
flowing material, heay enough to draje but light enough to shim-
mer in the breeze along with a ed headscarf that frame her face
and hung daevn the back of her nek. This elegant attie, which left
her upper front chest and laver arms and legs bar was offset by her
sturdy black mots. Bar-OnOs physicality thghout the erformance
was not at all typical of an asrage +U-gar-old woman. She wuld
not only walk, run, and stand, but also meln, skip bend, couch,
reach, andoll, now turning her legs awkwadly inward as one might
see a child dg now throwing back her shoulders and pushing out her
chest aggessiely, now stooping forward like an elderly prson.

Even more unnewring was her transgession of the norms of private
and public spaceOne minute she would be strolling quite unre-
markably along the sidealk. Then coming upn a patch of geen
lawn, she would plop herself dan as if to loll in the grass, turn
toward the ground and kegin rooting in the dirt. Now posing, she
crouchal on one kne, head lent forward and one arm held out, her
hand curlel inward as if she vere pulling against the skyA man
was washing his car in a drisway. No mindNshe stepgd onto the
lawn beside him and lay postrate on her font taking the form of
a cross, then vent up onto the steps of the house and knelt as if to
pray as he stod, mouth agap, watching her Stepping out into the
road, she danakfearlessly with passing cars, piuetting in front of
them, running alongside them, touching them as thpasse. Stand-
ing stock-still in front of a stop sign, she stwl with her arms cossel
and staed at its message_ater she did the same with a neigbbr-
hood watch sign with its ied icons of houses with giantyes. A man

IMAGINATIONS
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was getting out of his carhaving just parkel. Bar-On steppd up to
the opposite side and confidently toucltethe car even as he was
locking it. Wrought iron fences might b touchel or grabled to brace
her body in a particular pse; at any moment, she might ep a gate
at the front of a pioperty and step inside

On one level, Bar-OnQOs actions could bnderstod as having moe

to do with human territoriality and civil strictures than the vibrancy
of things. When vwe aoccupy and move through space we hawe
learnal to do so in sgcific, regulatal ways. Bar-OnOs gestsrim-
mediately made visible our tacit acceptance of particular rights of
possession andxgectations aound public deorum, eminding us
that a human verld is inscriked by rules of poperty and ovnership
Roads ag for cars. Lawns, andven the fences and gates that sepa-
rate them flom the steet, ae private as ae parkel vehicles. Things
appear to humans not only accding to their material qualities, not
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Figure 2: Adina Bar -On lay s face-down in a cr 0ss position on a priv ate lawn in

Disposition (2002). Photo by Miklos Legrady.

only accoding to our projected aims, neds or ezen desies tovard
them, but also accaling to specific claims on who can use them and
how. The torders that mark particular territories may é invisiblg
but their unspken presences @& enacting foces that impinge on our
being and ehaviour materially and animateyalso affeting our per-
ception of individual thingsO vibrancy

Bar-OnOsazupation of space and handling of objs was notable
not only for her refusal to espect conventions aound the privacy
of property, however, but also for the sensual, fullddiedness of
her interactions. InpQuestionsBar-On links this delierate tactility
with the audienc®s gaze: OMy fingers touch and fondle theatbje
to arouse the sensuality inhent in the physical material, as arxe
tension of the obsererOsyesO (6)Put another way Bar-OnOs way
of touching things conscripts the vigersO yes, drawing her au-
diences into a heightertesensoy engagement. One of her tactics
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Figure 3: Adina Bar -On stands in the middle o f the street as cars approach in

Disposition (2002). Photo by Miklos Legrady.

was to shift unexpectedly from ordinary, everyday ways of negoti-
ating space to grand me@ments, hevic body postures and still s-

es framel by the surounding landscag. Bar-On notes the disclo-
sive effect of this technique in her @rformances: Osomething which
a moment lefore looked like a fragment of life and the net mo-
ment itOs fizen and has é&come a pictueO (® SoliloquyO Gui). In
an interview with Martin Zet after presentingDispositionin Belfast,
Northern Ireland, Bar-On descrida these moments of tableau as Ovi-
sual, film-like images she [thegrformanc®s mitagonist] ceates as
Owman in landscap® Gmnan with vehicleO Gmnan with flagO and
situations piovoked between herself and the audience as leader and
followerO (OLady in B®). These dilatenoments ofelationalityNal-
ways in, with, or tetweenNhave the double effet of encouraging the
audience to se not only the pgerformer but also the spaces she inhab-
itsNand, crucially the other things that sha those spacesNin uxe
pected ways.
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In her performances, Bar-On defamiliarizes thgezyday world by
highlighting aspects of relationalityNwhether with an audiencewith
her surundings, or with thingsNthough play Bar-On writes, Ol
play with youNnot in the bad sensebut like playing on memories,
sentiments, aestheticsghavior and cultue, on what is right, what
isnOt right, what gu give of yourself, or whee you canOt gavmoreO
(@ SoliloquyO aui).l&y discloses the tundaries of our shad un-
derstandings by testing theirdrders, which can lead us teimagine
not only whowe are, but alsowhat we ar. At the same timeplay
can draw the entities v encounter out of their concealimess as ei-
ther simply familiar or sgecifically useful items, opning up the ws-
sibility of viewing a place or a thing not only as what, but also as
awho Bar-On affirms, OThe place wier have chosen to prform
already has, to my sensibilifya state of consciousness; it @idy has
a vision, in itself, which | wish to etain and enelop into my ovnO

(pQuestiondit)
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7. VIBRANCY AND COMPETING INTERESTS

competing and interseting interests and affinities, not all of

them human. The ®ronto iteration of Disposition brought
these concerns into sharp éois during a segment of thegsformance
that traversel Riverdale Farm, a 6.+-agiOwrking farmO that sees
as an admission-&e educational and ecreational destination. A an
idealized, artificially pastoral envionment in the heart of the citythe
site offeled Bar-On a rich setting to illuminate tensions aund home
and territory by attending to the complepresencing of wrld.

Bar-OnC)s envwnmental art practice engages with sites of

During one vignetteNmuch to the consternation of the FarmOs em-
ployeesNBar-On stepgd behind a chain link fence while the audi-
ence stod on the main pathwayA green sign with white lettering
made the fend®s pumpse plain:

Wildlif e Sanctuary
Public Prohibited
By Law 319-69

Riverdale Farm is situaton a slo that once formd part of a wet-
land along the Don Rigr. Efforts were undemay to reclaim portions
of the FarmOs a@age: emoving invasive plant sgecies and epopu-
lating the slope with native vegetation, as wll as allaving some of
the marshy aeas to egenerate as a habitat fordal wildlife. Where
Bar-On was standing, justdhind the fencewas an aea slate for
reclamation, although any such @rk was clearly incomplete; in fact,
the immediate area was pilel with rubble, bits of brick, and discal-
ed wood. As the audience watcliefrom a sanctiond trail, Bar-On
extracted some intact bricks fom the jumblel pile and usd them to
build a miniature squae structueNa tiny, rogue house at the divid-
ing line between a temmrary waste dump and a gen space in the
process of enaturalization.

The action was pignant in relation to the textual content of the r-
formance Throughout the tour Bar-OnOsgpsona offeed sporadic
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recollections of places visité and lived in, for a time by her and her
familyNof the Old City of Jerusalem with its palpable histoand
captivating atmosphes, the eagerness of theesidents to sell their
wares, but whee, finally, Ove couldnOt visit [E] any mar because of
antagonism letween Arabs and JesO; of Ramat HaStuar, a suburb
of Tel Aviv; and of Metula, in the northernmost part of Israelob-
dering Lebanon, originally a Druze settlement that was phasel
and colonizel by agents of Bain de Rothschild at the end of the
nineteenth century. From these narratie fragments emergkan im-
age of a family condemreeto continual nomadism, drawn toerdant
landscajes e/oking Othe gaten of Ederf) but constantly umoted by
forces of urbanization, industrial farming, and ethnic andligious
disputes. The storof one peopleds colonization and settlement is of-
ten also the stoy of anotherOs supgssion, deimation, &ile, or an-
nihilation.
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Bar-OnOs construction of the miniatuhouse within a estricted
area designate for wildlife but replete with traces of human activity
made &ident multiple competing personal and public integsts, as
well as tensions avund hawv the use and ocupation of space iseg-
ulated and mliced in relation to those inteests. Whether wittingly
or not, however, Bar-OnQOs inteention into this forbidden zone al-
so exceeded DispositiorOs concern for the various human agents and
institutions that lay claim to a sit®s us@he audience was cordnt-

ed not only with DispositiorOs inscription of human territorial con-
flicts onto the site but also with the inteests of compting plant
species, unsen wildlife, discaded but materially oldlurate construc-
tion materials, and the shifting @logy and gegraphy of the laver
Don Valley. Objects that might not hae incurred a seond glance un-
der other cicumstancesNthe chain link fencéhe pile of rubble the
various plant sgciesNsuddenly lomed large and lecame unepect-
edly meaningful in their compl&, multi-layered interconnectedness.
They emergel as actants, taking on a character and intentionalityNa
whonessNthat calld for their inclusion in the wlity and politics of
the public ealm the grformance enacté

8. WHO IS?

stance of petic licence driven by an eclusively human

imagination and linguistic facility that gies animistic sup-
port to unthinking and even inanimate things. These particular
thingsOales and inteests, after all, ere made palpable iDisposi-
tion by virtue of human fiatNthe sanctuar signNand Bar-OnOs defi-
ance of a municipal atinance Such a eading, havever, fails to take
full account of the way intelligibility is distributel, hovever asym-
metrically, acrossthe axis of rception that is a vorld. Our worlds
are not enclosd by either our individual consciousnesses aes our
collective cultures. Thg are worlds not only because ve in our hu-
man awaeness inhabit and a&r part of them, but also écause thg
extend beyond our permeable brders to encompass many tegs of
others who hae the capacity to conng with us. However in-
scrutable a nonhuman eature or material entityOsterestflthat is,

T his evocation of things-as-whos couldévieved as an in-



their potentials for connetability that mark them as having their
own worldsNmay usually ke to an eeryday human obserer, our

shaled worlds nevertheless hag the surprising ptential to spark
with unexpected glimmers of another thingOsimg. Put simply a

thingOs who-ness is te found in its connetability.

Undoubtelly, Bar-OnOs infiltration into the Cabbageto neightour-
hood in Dispositionoperated as male of inscription, @erlaying a hu-
man narratieNwhether eal or fictional, certainly fom another time
and placeNonto a distinct siteAt the same time however, the res-
onances of the loation and its nonhuman inhabitants inteened in
an act of conscription, evealing themseles and their inteests in a
way that exceaded DispositiorDs ostensinarrative. Matter appeared
as vibrant. | Iecate this vibrancy not as an aura emanatingin the
object, but as a function of the ptential openness of a shad world.
Vibrancy registers as sensation: a felt quality ielation to an objet
that is at the elge ofNor erhaps just leyond the limits ofNthe hu-
man and the humanly kneable Vibrancy is a marker of a gtential
shift of awareness, which is to say agential shift of on€selational
field to recognize other pssibilities of connetability. Manning iden-
tifies a capacity for vibrancy asazurring when Ong modes of &pe-
rience ae creatal from the perspective of the event itself. This mak-
ing-operational, fom within the event, is what poduces not only
new modes of life but livelier livingO (Ug).af'make orational fom
within the eventis a delicate task thatalies not only on an assertion
of human intentionality but also on thingsO capacity to encounter
and act upn us as bdies.

Events, of coursgare in no way unique to art. If art eents ae in-

structive as a particular elational coalescence of timspace and

matter, it is perhaps lecause the conentions of art ae not confinel

to either what we find to be useful or what ve understand as adady

actualizel. Art is artful at least in part lecause it privileges the
vastness of the imaginahlattending to the unpedictability of con-

nectability and the unique @r perhaps ubiquitous)characterof

things. Art as an gent is whee the aestheticNthe @rceivableNin-
tersects with the ethical by encouraging us to appach objets as
having a lifeNand a wrldNof their own.

IMAGINATIONS
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IMAGE NCTES
Figure 0: Adina Bar-On couching teside a chain-link fence as the curator
looks in Disposition(Gudd). Roto by Miklos Legrady

Figure U: Adina Bar-On lays face-den in a cross sition on a private lawn
in Disposition(Gutia). Roto by Miklos Legrady

Figure u: Adina Bar-On stands in the middle of the st as cars apmach in
Disposition(tidu). Roto by Miklos Legrady

Figure g: Adina Bar-On touches a parklecar as the drier exits in Dispsition
(aaaa). Roto by Miklos Legrady

Figure +: Adina Bar-On defies zoning rules to build a small de structue
in a restricted area inDisposition(atlid). Roto by Miklos Legrady

NOTES

0. Se for example Bruno LatourOReassembling theca: An Introduc-
tion to Actor-Netvork Thery.

_C\

Earlier English translations oBeing and Timese the phrases €ady-
to-handO foZuhandenheitind Opesent-at-handO faforhandenheit

U. To be fair, Heidegger continually eworked his understanding of
things in his writing. In OThe Origin of the \fk of Art,0 he takes up
the task of thinking thingliness indepndently of th equipmental-
ity and workliness by laying out an apmrach that considers things,
equipment, and vorks of art in their interrelatedness on a comparativ
spectrum. In OBuilding Welling Thinking® he descrés built objets
as resting in the unity of the fourfold las Geeirt), a coming together
of earth, sky mortals and divinities that sems to come much closer to
an acknavledgment of the ptential for vibrancy in materials.

@. After Being and TimeHeidegger wuld revise his description of
OworldO in its opnness by detailing itsalationship to a sheltering and
concealing €arthO:

(he world is the self -opening openness o f the br oad
paths o f simple and essential decisions in the des tiny

VNI VNRIOINEY [SSUE 14-2, 2023 4 124



PAUL COUILLARD

of a historical people. The ear th is the unf orced com-
ing forth of the continually self -closing, and in that

way, self-sheltering. W orld and ear th are essentially
different and y et never separated fr om one ano ther.
World is grounded on earth, and earth rises up
through w orld. But the r elation be tween world and
earth never atrophies into the emp ty unity of oppo-
sites unconcerned with one ano ther. In its resting up-
on earth the w orld strives to surmount it . As the self-
opening it will toler ate nothing closed. A s the shelter-
ing and concealing, ho wever, earth tends alw ays to
draw the w orld into itself and to k eep it ther eO (The
Origin of the W ork of ArtO 26).

In this reconfiguration of world, the relationship letween world and
earth appears to oughly correspnd to that ketween culture/civiliza-
tion as the world only given to Dasein and nat@ as the earth that
grounds materials accding to its ovn physical laws.

Fado is a dronto-basé artist-run cente delicated to promoting and
producing performance art. It was formgin 066U as an ad hocollec-
tive of five performance artists, and was incoopated as a non-pofit
artist-run centre in G040 with me as its only empjee. My title was
Performance Art Curatqralthough | was espnsible for all adminis-
trative as vell as curatorial duties. Since my depar&ufrom the or-
ganization in Gtud, Fadmow operating under the trade nameADO

Performance Art Cent, continues to le English CanadaOs only artist-

run centre devoted exclusively to performance art.

Dispositionwas pioduced in the contet of a performance art series en-
titted Public Spaces/Privatddes, pesente between Gld and addu.
The series featwed a total of Ul pojects involving U6 artists fom six
countries. My curatorial pemise was toxglore

Qhe elements that turn neutr al GpaceO into mean-
ingful Oplace&d though per formances that e xamined
the degrees of intimacy , connection and inter action
that mark the dividing line be tween public and pri-

vate. The series w as particularly f ocused on per for-
mances created for intimate audiences . Some pro-
jects featured site-specific or ins tallational envir on-
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ments that invited par ticipants into a sensor y or ex-
periential journe y. Others were process-oriented, in-
volving public inter vention, intimate ges tures, or ac-
tions that w ere, by their natur e, nearly invisible.
Above all, the series explored the points wher e iden-
tity and geogr aphy inter sect to gener ate meaningO®
(Couillard).

Gustaf BomsOpQuestiongeatures a humler of experienceal perfor-
mance artists ansering the same pepaked list of questions. Bar-OnOs
answver cited here respnds to the question, OWhat motivatesuyto
introduce MATERIALS/OBJECTS int@yr work?0

This comment was offead in respnse to BomsOs question, OWhat ar
your thoughts on SRCE/EMPTINESS inogr process?0

The by-law cital on the sign was in fact no longer in eft¢ at the
time of Bar-OnOsspformance having keen supersaled by Chapter 6ii6
of the City of Toronto Municipal Cale The rvised Cade was put in
place to harmonize city plicies in conjunction with the amalgama-
tion of various municipalities to form a @ronto OmegacityO in 01668.
While a similar regulatoly regime emainel in effect, there is some-
thing poignant atout the signOs appl to a defunct statute that saks

to the way texts can enact disciplinarpractices that enfaze territorial
boundaries and stial constraints, whether the content of thosexts

is accurate or not.
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