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Jane Birkin – essay for Walter van Rijn’s publication A_Selection_Of. (2018) 

 

 

Archival Machinations 

 

IN 2004, Hal Foster famously coined the phrase archival impulse1 as he charted the 

history of archival art back to artists such as Alexander Rodchenko and John 

Heartfield. Over the past decade or so, public interest and artistic practice in 

response to the archive has proliferated. As media theorist Wolfgang Ernst observes, 

‘the archive transforms the questions of memory, recollection, and the preservation of 

traces into a cultural obsession.’2 Much of the archival art on offer has indeed 

centered around issues of memory and nostalgia, often materializing in the use of 

visibly degraded archive media. Artists have not generally attempted to engage with 

the machinery—the structures and peculiarities of organization, cataloguing and 

storage—that underpins the archive. The work of the archivist and the work of the 

artist are perceived as conceptually distinct practices, yet it is possible for these two 

models to share common techniques and methods. The production of certain 

artworks can be likened to the archive in terms performative practice—a production 

that follows a predetermined structure and a controlled methodology—with direct 

links to archival thinking.  

 

There are clear examples of visual archiving techniques, from detailed nature 

recordings by Robert Hooke (Micrographia, 1665), through photographic 

classifications by August Sander (Menschen und Landschaften, 1931), to the more 

recent archival practices of artists such as Christian Boltanski (Menschlich, 1994) 

and Taryn Simon (Contraband, 2009; Birds of the West Indies (2014). Fiona 

Banner’s All the World's Fighter Planes 2004 is a found-photo directory of fighter 

aircraft, and the planes are listed on the front and back covers of the publication, 

acting as a very visible index to this classificatory work. With aircraft names such as 

albatross, hornet, hind, cayuse, eagle, cougar, lion cub, cheetah, aardvark and 

nighthawk, Banner’s book knowingly harks back to early classifications in the natural 

sciences, bird watcher manuals and such like, as does Simon’s Birds of the West 

Indies. 
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In his essay ‘The Body and the Archive’ Allan Sekula discusses Alphonse Bertillon’s 

technique for criminal identification (begun in the 1840s): ‘First, he combined 

photographic portraiture, anthropometric description, and highly standardized and 

abbreviated written notes on a single fiche, or card. Second, he organized these 

cards within a comprehensive, statistically based filing system’3. For Sekula it 

becomes ‘a merger between optics and statistics.’ Anthropological investigation and 

archivisation was especially evident in early photographic projects. August Sander 

used portrait photography to record and categorise people with what Sekula terms 

‘physiognomic empiricism’ (1984, p85). Yet Sekula is skeptical of Sander’s approach 

and sees the photographer’s scientific claims as an attempt to validate his artistic 

practice: ‘I suspect Sander wanted to envelop his project in the legitimating aura of 

science without violating the aesthetic coherence and semantic ambiguity of the 

traditional portrait form.’4 In comparison to the technical and indexical sparsity of 

Bertillon’s work with the human figure, Sander’s pictures are beautifully lit, framed, 

dressed and posed: they look like art. A tension existed between the social 

(aesthetic) and administrative functions of early photography, as commercial portrait 

photography, with its inherent respectability, was used to identify criminals until as 

late as the 1890s5. 

 

But we should not preoccupy ourselves with the somewhat limited question of what is 

produced by archivisation (drawings, photographs and so on), instead, we should 

ask how, because the ‘how’ of performative practice can be located in the production 

methods of art works, from initial idea through to material object. Art historian and 

theorist Margaret Iversen argues that the term performative is often wrongly used to 

define work that has an explicit element of performance, whereas it should be 

‘reserved for the work of those artists who are interested in displacing spontaneity, 

self expression and immediacy by putting into play repetition and the inherently 

iterative character of the instruction.’6 She sees performativity as beginning with an 

instruction or rule and followed through with a performance. Her specification of two 

distinct actions, the second dependent on the first, differentiate this use of 

‘performative’ from the early designation by J.L. Austin (1962, p5) where the ‘saying’ 

and the ‘doing’ are one and the same thing (famously, the performative utterance of ‘I 

do’ in the course of the marriage ceremony)7. It also distances the term from Judith 

Butler’s theatrical and phenomenological aspects of performance that are often 

associated with performance art, somewhat alien to the rationale of the archive8.  
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It is Iversen’s take on performativity that is significant to archival practices. She sees 

the instructional element in her definition as an abandonment of authorial control that 

in itself produces ‘accident, chance or unforeseen circumstances’9. Within this 

definition of performativity then, the second stage, the implementation of work is 

critical: the work may be conceptual but the concept by itself does not constitute the 

work. Inside the Archive, work is performative in nature: organization, storage 

cataloguing and description are directed by prescribed standards, either defined 

locally or by bodies such as The International Council on Archives, which lays down 

clear rules on cataloguing and description. Control is established early on in the 

cataloguing process, in the institutionalised design of the workflow; the archivist, 

working to established conventions, produces work that is near algorithmic in form 

and intent, and where authorship is largely unrecognized. Catalogue descriptions 

assume a certain language form: they are dry yet poetic; mechanical yet human; a 

convergence between technician and technique, demonstrating a hybridity between 

human and system that can frequently be seen in information management systems 

more generally. The catalogue itself—a system of hierarchical, part to whole 

relationships of units—is an overtly material object. It remains relevant in the post-

digital milieu as a hard backup to the unruly storage systems and cataloguing 

procedures of the network. 

 

Information systems have been directly explored and exploited through recent net 

art, such as the work of Jodi10, which draws to our attention the disorderliness of the 

network. Going back to a time pre-internet but heavily focused on cybernetics, 

American artist Dan Graham’s piece Schema (1966) can be identified as an 

information management system in its own right. It is an inventory, a listing of the 

grammatical structure of the publication in which it exists, as catalogued not by 

Graham himself but by the editor of the publication. There are as many versions of 

Schema as there are publications in which it appears: data becomes art and 

precipitates more art. Schema features in the first issue of Art-Language: the Journal 

of Conceptual Art (May 1969), in which three works in list form were put forward: Sol 

Lewitt’s Sentences on Conceptual Art; Graham’s Schema; and Lawrence Weiner’s 

Statements. These texts draw on dry, institutional writing techniques that are of 

course not perceived as a conceptual activity within the institution, but, in the manner 

of the ‘readymade’, they become conceptualised when moved into visual practice. It 
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was Craig Dworkin11 who later coined the phrase conceptual writing. For Dworkin the 

conceptual writing umbrella includes both the practices of conceptual artists and 

those of language poets, such as the Oulipo group, proposing that not only could text 

to be used inside conceptual art practices, but literary writing could itself function as 

conceptual art. 

 

Schema is a template or a standard; it is what Dworkin describes as a ‘schematic 

model’12 and what LeWitt would classify as the ‘machine that makes the art’13. But at 

the same time it is a comment on the structure and function of the list itself: as 

Graham observes in relation to Schema: ‘The conventional linear, part-by-part 

reading logic is eliminated’14. Archives are built upon the structure of the list: they are 

organised by list and they are populated with various objects that fall into the broad 

category of list. Rolls, registers, accounts and inventories, many of them government 

and legal documents, are commonplace in archives. The cataloguing process (known 

in the Archive as listing) involves the description and numbering of every item in an 

archive, in the order in which it arrives into custodial care, whether in crates, carrier 

bags, sacks or other containers. Everything, to the last scrap of paper, is 

enumerable, and, when individually listed and numbered, is defined as a discrete unit 

with its own unique identifier. The list forms the catalogue interface, an interface 

made up of lists within lists. Media theorist Cornelia Vismann15 traces the list back as 

far as the Babylonian Empire. She uses the term ‘second writing scene’ to describe 

listing, whilst at the same time recognising the power of this simple form to control 

and regulate. A list is an exceptionally convincing form; it appears indexical and 

factual and this makes it a powerful instrument of government and administration. 

Vismann recounts how these early lists were first misunderstood as narrative texts 

and so defied attempts at translation. In 1935 the Babylonian lists were finally 

accepted as non-syntactical writing, ‘administrative notes rather than epic texts’, and 

later translated as such, providing valuable evidence of the organisation and 

governance of day-to-day life. 

 

In 2012, John Hansard Gallery commissioned an off-site, site-specific piece by artist 

Hetain Patel, entitled Love and Marriage. Patel’s piece was made up of lists of words 

taken from transcripts of interviews on love and marriage conducted in the Asian 

community in Southampton, alphabetized and repeated to match the exact number of 

times they were used. Filling the walls and floor space of the gallery, this was 
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recordkeeping on an unfamiliar scale. Patel’s lists engaged and enlightened in a way 

that the original prose transcripts might not have done: the non-narrative form was 

able to provide an immediate insight into the themes and emphases of the interviews; 

archiving and indexing in a very graphic and quantifiable way the exact occurrences 

of the words used. Alphabetization forced new juxtapositions, relationships appeared 

between words and ideas that might not have been be evident in the original prose, 

revealing the list as a highly visual method of organisation. As Liam Young observes, 

‘Lists draw things together and put them in relation to one another—as visual forms 

of information, they tell us things that were previously unavailable. Connections are 

forged and relations become traceable’. He continues, ‘A form such as the list forges 

units, relations, and caesuras via other visual means — borders, columns, numbers, 

lines, words, commas etc. — and as a result helps us to see and to imagine strange 

resonances between words, things, data, and people that might otherwise escape 

our grasp’16.  

 

In the archive, the catalogue list not only acts as a system of interstitial writing that 

describes the shelves and boxes (the interstitial storage systems of archive 

materials), it is also a method of keeping time and of temporalisation. It is a 

contextualising force: a basic form of data visualisation that allows context to build. 

Young’s ‘units, relations, and cesaurae’ participate in the formation of knowledge 

through an alignment of information that may not be chronological or typological. 

Wolfgang Ernst17 informs us that the old English word tellan comes from the old 

German, meaning ‘to put in order’, and that this applies both to narration and to 

counting. He describes how Homer’s Iliad contains a list of ships. He classifies this 

list as ‘narrative pause’, and argues, ‘We get a glimpse of a way of processing 

cultural experience that does not need stories (not yet? not any more?)’.  He 

positions the non-narrative processing of cultural data squarely in the context of 

network storage and retrieval systems; as Young explains, ‘calculation biases [of 

non-narrative modes of telling] are far better equipped to guide our understanding of 

the code-based logic of contemporary network society’18. But as well as 

demonstrating the organisation and clustering of data within networks, Ernst’s 

example represents a typical arrangement in the archive, where pockets of 

chronologically or typologically ordered data sit inside other less ordered (though 

static) structures. Paradoxically, the archive is a space that demands stasis in order 

to justify its existence, yet it emerges as a powerful, productive and temporally 
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dynamic space. It is within the frozen time of the archive that discrete objects 

demonstrate diachronic progressions of time and allow infinite temporal 

reconfigurations.  

 

Vismann19 recounts the story of how Philip II of France’s ‘royal chapel’, that is, the 

repository of all the documents of the kingdom, was looted by Richard the Lionheart. 

Had it not been for the commitment of a young man named Gautier of Nemour, who 

had for six years taken it upon himself to painstakingly record the key papers of the 

realm, the whole administrative structure and power of the kingdom would have been 

lost. Gautier’s smart idea had been that his ‘royal French registry’ would mean that 

the archive itself (now pilfered) could be left safely at home. In the event, a paper 

catalogue secured political power, and the system was soon adopted throughout 

Europe, with documentation representing actual records. In the modern archive too, 

catalogue and archive generally exist as two different media forms, separately kept, 

with the reader never seeing the archive in its entirety. However, Nina Lager 

Vestberg, in her critique of the Warburg and the Conway Libraries, describes how 

these collections (both of them relatively small and open access) are not fully 

catalogued and so rely on the physical storage as a finding aid: ‘the filing cabinets 

and boxes are, at one and the same time, repositories for the ‘things themselves’ and 

catalogues explaining what things are’. She argues that this type of archive, by virtue 

of the user’s interaction with its arrangement, is a ‘machine for thinking’20.  

 

For the user, the paper (or discrete on-line) catalogue parallels the physical storage 

of the archive, and the simple interface affords an experience comparable to 

Vestberg’s in the Warburg collection. Interaction with objects and their arrangement 

through the catalogue list allows an understanding of complex relationships between 

objects that might otherwise be impossible to grasp: the spatial organisation and the 

materiality of the hidden storage; the configurations of shelves, folders and boxes 

where objects are kept. Thus, the cataloguing process begins with instruction—in 

LeWitt’s terms, a machine for making—and the catalogue itself materialises as a 

compact and powerful machine for thinking. It is at this point that the archive and art 

of all types converge—because what else is art but a machine for thinking? 
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