
 

Images which breathe 
Essay by Stéphane Carrayrou, published in Artpress 
 

Multiple approaches to the idea put forward by Fiona Tan: seeing is 
creating. 
Stéphane Carrayrou 
translated from French by Charles Penwarden 
 
 
“In China we used to say that there are two ways to have a greater vision: one is to go to 
the top of a mountain to see the rest of the world; the other is to leave the mountain to 
observe its totality. The key is to keep moving. In this case, you can have various views for 
the same event and you can obtain a deeper view from different events.” 
Chen Zhen  
 
 
Forms of approach 
Terms of the commission: “Regarding the work of Fiona Tan, the author will be asked to 
redefine  the artist’s position with regard to images and the way they are used: how does 
reactivating pre-existing images constitute a creative act? Is it still legitimate to take 
photographs? How is the principle of the collection, more than that of the archive, 
founded on the fact of letting the image work on the viewer so as to restore its meaning, 
taking on board both chance and coincidence? How does the question of the image 
relate to the context in which one looks at or shows it?” 
 
Over the weeks, the notes, references, articles and books have piled up, like so many 
openings. In the eight years that Fiona Tan’s work has been with me in my enquiries into 
the image, I have also written many notes, collated texts by different authors and by the 
artist on her own work. Gradually building up ideas. 
When I try to organise my notes and relate them to the questions raised, I soon realise 
that a linear structure would be incongruous given the very forms taken by Fiona Tan’s 
work and the way that she herself deals with the issues she evokes, especially in the film 
Kingdom of Shadows. 
 
On this point, reading through her correspondence with John Berger, I see that she 
wrote: “I would like to go on. Moving, but not it seems in a forward direction; not as one 
perceives a linear progression. Is this how written scenarios for future films might look? 
Not a straightforward development, not one film but many. Hints and inklings and gaps 
to be filled in.” 
 
I make the conscious decision not to organise my thoughts in the classical form of a 
discursive text with beginning, middle and end. A fragmentary presentation gives me 
more freedom to apprehend Fiona Tan’s artistic approach from different angles. And will 
allow the reader, in turn, to have a more open reading. In the process, Georges Perec 
occurs to me as another guide for the occasion – Perec who, having opted for the 
fragmentary form in his book on “thinking/classifying” (Penser/classer), concludes: 
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“Perhaps this is also a way of designating the question as being, precisely, without an 
answer, that is to say, of sending thought back to the unthought which is its foundation, 
the classified to the unclassifiable (the unnameable, the unsayable) that it persistently 
tries to hide.”  
 
See, imagine, simulate 
 
Spoken by Fiona Tan during the first minutes of her video Kingdom of Shadows, the 
following words set the tone for the film as a whole: “An image does not exist without 
eyes to look at it. Thus the act of looking is the act of creating.” 
 
By thus suggesting that one creates what one sees, Fiona Tan is placing herself within a 
long philosophical lineage that begins with the writings of Aristotle (notably De Anima) on 
the role of the imagination and mental images as a filter between sensorial perception 
and the elaboration of thought, and takes on a new dimension with the most recent 
research in neurophysiology. Evacuating from the notion of mental representation any 
remaining dichotomy between body and soul and body and mind, Alain Berthoz, director 
of the Laboratory of the Physiology of Perception and Action at the Collège de France, 
prefers to talk in terms of “receptive action.” For him, the brain is not only a machine that 
processes information, but also a psychic mechanism that projects its own hypotheses 
onto the world in the form of pre-presentations, of pre-perceptions. Here, perception is 
not seen as a process of passive recording, but as “simulated action.” 

 
The way in which we see and perceive reality on the basis of hypotheses, of pre-
perceptions, connects with the principles presiding over the framing of reality in a 
photograph. To a large extent, be it in a direct visualisation or in a photograph, we see 
only what we already know, what our senses and our brain are capable of apprehending. 
In this regard, need I recall that, contrary to what was long asserted, babies do see. But 
without an appropriate system to help them decipher what they see, nothing of what they 
see can be registered either in real time, or in their memory. 
 
Letting the image look at you 
 
One of the objectives Fiona Tan set herself in her film Kingdom of Shadows was to 
elucidate the nature of our relation to the image: to what extent does this relation, like 
our relation to reality, shape our relation to the world? 
 
Our need to document the main moments in our lives, whether on film or in photos, 
seems insatiable. And with the capacity that digital photography has to erase a shot from 
memory just as quickly as it has been taken, this propensity to take images – I use italics 
to emphasise the sometimes predatory character, but also the assimilative virtues of this 
image capture – has only increased. 
 
As I worked on this text, I was particularly attentive to the way my memory of a recent trip 
to Berlin had built up. Step by step, I followed the editing that took place in my mind, 
based on both direct souvenirs and photos. I observed how the latter gained 
imperceptibly in importance in relation to the lived reality of the trip. In his Vie de Henry 
Brulard, Stendhal too notes how, as he tried to recapture his memories of crossing the 
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Saint-Bernard Pass, in the footsteps of Napoleon’s armies, his direct recollections were 
overlaid by the stories he had heard and, above all, by the image in a print he had 
subsequently acquired. “That,” Stendhal concludes, “is the danger with buying prints of 
the handsome pictures [in French: tableaux; emphasis mine] that one sees on one’s 
journeys. Soon, the engraving becomes the whole memory, destroying the real memory.”  
 
I am not inclined to share Stendhal’s reservations about images. It revives the old 
prohibitive outlook contained in the biblical Second Commandment: “Thou shalt not 
make unto thee any graven image […] Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor 
serve them.” In Kingdom of Shadows, Fiona Tan reacts to this injunction by referring to 
the testimony of collectors and archivists but also simple individuals who are attached to 
their personal collections of photographs. In their own way – some more 
straightforwardly, others more ambivalently, each person stresses the role played by the 
images they cherish or use in constructing their personal relation to the world – a 
process Susan Sontag sums up by observing that “Collecting photos is just like collecting 
the world.” Or, to take an equivalent formulation: “Collecting pictures is collecting reality. 
(...) We build our own reality with images.” (Esma Moukhtar) 
 
Serge Tisseron reaches a similar conclusion in his philosophical and psychoanalytical 
investigation: “The images we look at do not just have the power to be meaningful,” he 
writes. “They also have the power to contain us and the power to exist for us as a place 
of multiple transformations.” Their power of attraction has as much to do with the fact 
that they partake just as much “of our desire to be in the world” as they do “of the desire 
to assimilate it.” In other words, “if we love images, it is primarily because we can 
successively enter and exit them, absorb them and explore them, drown in them and 
master them.” 
 
Critical distance with regard to images  

But this reminder of the image’s virtues should not lead us to accept everything, approve 
everything in terms of their content and, above all, of their context of inscription and 
reception. The urge to photograph everything, without taking the time to really be in the 
place or enter into a relation with the people who are photographed, leads to the kind of 
intrusive or predatory excesses that we have all experienced at one time or another. 
More worrying is the suggestive power of the media and their way of presenting as 
objective entities topical events or images whose underlying geopolitical or ideological 
issues are carefully hushed up. In an essay published after his death by Le Monde 
diplomatique, Félix Guattari made the case for a “refoundation of social practices” 
based, notably, on a redefinition of the enunciative dimensions of communication. He 
began by recalling that “information cannot be reduced to its objective manifestations; it 
is, essentially, the production of subjectivity, the taking-shape of incorporeal worlds. […] 
The truth of information always refers to an existential event in those who receive it. Its 
register is not the exactitude of facts, but that of the relevance of a problem, the 
consistency of a universe of values.” In relation to the degraded situation of media 
communication, Guattari advocates putting the emphasis “on the fundamentally 
pluralist, multi-centred, heterogeneous nature of contemporary subjectivity, in spite of 
the homogenisation to which it is subjected by its mass-mediation.” At the same time he 
reminds us that an “individual is already a collective of heterogeneous components.” 
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Invited to Bilbao by Jérôme Delormas in 1995,  and working from a similar conclusion as 
to the conditioning imposed by media images, the choreographer François Verret (also a 
founder of the Laboratoires d’Aubervilliers) put forward a few concrete solutions to help 
us develop our own critical judgement on the different realities conveyed by images. For 
one thing, he suggested the creation, in Bilbao and other cities, of a new form of 
profession that would consist in “deciphering the images and information that is 
currently going round.” The objective here is to get individuals to “stop in front of an 
image, to look and to ask: Who made it? Why? For whom?” Further on, he admits that, if 
one wants to construct one’s own perception of reality, there is often no alternative to 
“physically going to the place where it’s actually happening to see and experience at first 
hand what the newspaper, television and, later, by ricochet, your own neighbour are 
talking about.” And if we cannot (or do not want to) always do that, it is certainly salutary 
to adopt an attitude of healthy critical distrust and to methodically analyse the specific 
circumstances in which the image or message was put out, if possible by comparing 
different points of view. 
 
The fragility of the image 
 
Contrary to what we are told in history textbooks and on the news, there are no 
unambiguous current events, no objective historical facts. In a frank assessment of the 
act of writing history, the historian Paul Veyne reminds us that “every description is 
selective. […] The object of study is never the totality of observable phenomena in a 
given time and place, but always only certain chosen aspects of them. […] Events are a 
cutaway of reality that we make freely, an aggregate of processes in which interacting 
substances, men and objects all act and suffer. […] Events are not totalities, but nodes of 
relationships.” 
 
Art historians, too, know from experience that images can be made to say very different 
things: it all depends on how one interprets them and the context one places the in. 
Indeed, the more talented members of the profession readily play on this fact, as Daniel 
Arasse does in his marvellous essay On n’y voit rien. Descriptions. As soon as the 
political, cultural, symbolic or allegorical context in which the forms and components of 
the image were ordered disappears, part of the meaning of those images is lost. And the 
mission of successive generations of art historians is to attempt to reconstitute its 
mystery. We know very well, too, that that reference to period texts does not guarantee 
the truth of the interpretation. Everything depends in fact on the interpretative tools that 
we choose, on the plot that we construct. Either way, the very relativity of the 
interpretative process makes it clear that the image has trouble “holding in” meaning or, 
to borrow a formula of Jean-Louis Schefer’s, that “meaning is the fragility of images 
itself.” But this fragility of the image is also its secret strength and gives it its enduring 
power to resist and fascinate. “Though the ideological intention may evaporate, there 
remains that enigmatic part whereby something is tied into the image.” 
 
When developing her film scripts, Fiona Tan always introduces a reflexive dimension. But 
as the construction of the work and editing of the images proceed, this fades  so that in 
the final work – anticipating time’s inexorable erosion of meaning – there is something 
that escapes us. This way of holding in meaning, so to speak, of not laying it down like a 
truth, of somehow giving an inkling of it, while keeping some things unspoken, is what 
makes works like Linnaeus’ Flower Clock (1998) or San Sebastian (2001) so rich. 
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Editing images 
 
To edit images is to organise their interplay, to invent a plot around them, one that 
coincides or resonates, or may even be in dissonance with the sound track that (in most 
cases) supports it, and with the story that (if the case arises) is woven together behind 
the images. In this process the mastery of intervals, of the breaks between images and, 
in the case of cinema, the succession of sequence shots, play a decisive role that Jean-
Luc Godard sums up thus: “For me, the only major problem in cinema is where and why 
to start a shot and where and why to end it.” 
It is at the editing stage that the ambient sound is chosen, in partnership with Hugo 
Dijkstal. His close working relationship with Fiona Tan in all matters concerning the 
relation of image to sound is decisive for the film’s coherence, poetic quality and 
sensorial impact on the viewer. 
 
When, working on a documentary commissioned for television, as was Kingdom of 
Shadows, Fiona Tan has to deal with a bigger crew and work to tighter deadlines, this 
has an adverse effect on the quality of the editing. As she herself admits, this film could 
have done with a few more weeks of work in order to allow for the necessary settling, 
which a longer editing phase allows for. And yet all the ingredients were there: the 
content of the four interviews is dense and the difference between the archive (a stock of 
undifferentiated images) and the collection (an elective procedure generating both 
meaning and feeling) translates into images via the alternation of sequences shots 
framing the shelves of archive boxes and others where we see collectors leafing through, 
laying out, presenting – in a word, engaged in a tactile relation to the documents in their 
collection. However, while the mobility introduced by the different intermediate shots of 
urban settings provides a necessary counterpoint to the enunciative power of these 
testimonies and their weight in terms of memory, the way in which they are introduced is 
too abrupt and lacks the legato quality to which we have grown used in Fiona Tan’s films. 
This remark applies to several other moments in the film. 
 
This musical and almost tactile relation to the image – the hallmark of Fiona Tan’s other 
films – is also evident in the way she handles the beginning and end of the documentary. 
In addition to their enunciative content, which I have already dwelt on, these passages 
are of interest for the “tactile” quality of the artist’s voice as we hear her  reading an 
excerpt from her notebooks. This voice-over by Fiona Tan endows the image with a kind 
of physicality, infusing it with a particular pulse or respiration – her own. And this in turn 
sets in motion a process of interiorisation, a meditative settling on the part of the viewer. 
The fact that she personally answers for this vision (when the images are her own) or to 
it (when using archive images) encourages us in turn to make our own response. 
 
Another example. The evocation – against a background of subliminal images – of the 
first film screening attended by Maxim Gorky, is followed by a set of rhythmic contrasts: 
first, a scene from shadow theatre with its dense images and strong blacks, to the sound 
of the puppeteer’s impassioned voice; then short archive sequences showing filmed 
portraits in which the spontaneity of the sitters is conveyed by images that have gone 
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sepia, with a few notes of piano music in the background. There is real grace in this 
sequence of images, in the vibration that develops between them and in their capacity to 
instil themselves in us. 
 
Images which breathe 
 
For me, when it comes to editing, Linnaeus’ Flower Clock (1998) remains a key 
reference. This 17-minute video is built around a text by the botanist Carl Von Linnaeus 
recording the opening and closing of flowers, hour after hour. In Fiona Tan’s film, images 
never just appear suddenly, unannounced; they are introduced and presented in 
resonance with a constellation of other visual and aural events: the buzzing of bees, 
poppies blooming, the whistling of the wind or repeated sequences showing divers 
(archive images and filming to the sound of breaking ice). All these elements compose a 
kind of sensorial, signifying nebula around the image. In successive waves, the song 
spreads. At maximum volume, it stops for one suspended moment, then starts again, a 
muted echo, like the resurgence of memory. 
 
Time here is envisaged “as both flux and break. […] Time that in its unfolding merges 
and weaves together becoming and cessation, deployment and hiatus, and which makes 
the past, the present and the future into simultaneous occurrences within a single flow.” 
The editing of the ensemble, comprising subtle visual and temporal disparities (between 
different sequences shots, between image and sound), inversions of the direction of the 
image flow, makes this work endlessly suggestive. Every minute of the film confirms the 
remark by Godard (yet again!) that “An image is not powerful because it is brutal and 
fantastic, but because the association of ideas goes back a long way, and is right.” 
 
Once again, a voice-over, Fiona’s neutral but warm, inward voice reading from pages of 
her diary, is the support for our own access to the image, and in this instance the 
amorous imagination in which it is steeped. To untangle the ties between loving and 
writing, I will once again refer to the poetic language of Jean-Christophe Bailly, who 
speaks of “two attitudes that are in a position of watchfulness with regard to language: it 
is the whole of language that is listening in the distance, and it is when listening to it 
listen that we reach our mouth or hand out to it. But, like the loved one’s face, the 
fountain always withdraws into the secret of its sound and eludes us. And it is because 
thirst cannot be slaked that the fountain flows, that language speaks and the face of the 
beloved is silent.” Rarely have the fragility of life and the intensity of falling in love been 
conveyed with such delicacy, with such imperious necessity as in this film. 
 
Photographic moments 
 
1997: Smoke Screen, 1999: Facing Forward and Tuareg, 1999-2000: Thin Cities. For 
these four works, Fiona Tan extracted from a huge corpus of ethnographic archives what 
she calls “photographic moments,” in which individuals stand in front of the video 
camera as if they were posing for a photographer. Here, classical photography is 
questioned by that which it systematically rejected – the expressions of embarrassment 
or fear when facing the lens, the movements of curiosity or awkward pride. 
 
Observing these works can teach us something about: 
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- the nature of the scopic drive behind the making of images. The moment when the 
photographer presses the shutter release of his camera is one moment among others, 
but it is in accord with his or her (unconscious or conscious) projections about the 
photographic subject. Every image, every representation is thus a reconstruction of 
reality made by the photographer, in accordance with his or her own culture and 
imagination. 
 
- the way Fiona Tan sets out to convey, precisely, the subjective nature of taking 
photographs. By showing the joyous, lively scene existing before and after what might be 
composition, the freeze frame that complies with the standards of group photography, 
Fiona Tan is in a sense showing what goes on behind the scenes. 
 
- the way photographers of the 1920s and 30s considered indigenous peoples. When we 
see the conventions of presentation and the poses imposed by the former on the latter, 
we cannot but take this as a manifestation of the relation between colonist and 
colonised, in which the staging required by the coloniser is ultimately accepted by the 
colonised (the sequences filmed by Fiona show the cost of this!). 
 
- our own position as spectators in relation to such systems. The extended time of the 
projection gives us the chance to find a different position in relation to what we are 
seeing. For once, rather than completely adopting the viewpoint of the photographer/
cameraman, the roles are reversed. By a strange turnabout, we end up putting ourselves 
in the position of those who are posing, and start thinking about their thoughts and 
feelings, seeing with their eyes. 
 
- the overall approach behind the making of these works. If Fiona Tan is interested in 
photography, it is because it creates a cutaway, a break in reality. The acuity of this 
cutaway view is something she tries to recapture in the editing, the succession of 
sequence shots in her films. 
 
In 1997 Fiona Tan concluded a text on her film Smoke Screen as follows: “The 
documentary maker is always manipulating – framing is a choice and by that an act of 
selective reality. I want the viewer to be aware of this. (...) I am trying to activate 
individual judgement and sensitivity towards difficulties in interpreting the visual. To 
make aware of the relativity and the manipulative power of film and of the limitations of 
the moving image.” 
 
The reception of the images: exhibition scenarios 
 
Once yielded up to the gaze of spectators, the image is vulnerable. It may be interpreted 
in a multiplicity of ways, depending on the context in which it is shown and on each 
viewer’s cultural background. This is why Fiona Tan is always very attentive to the 
conditions in which her works are presented. The specific content of each work calls for 
its own appropriate treatment, and this must be revised with each new presentation, 
whether this be in an exhibition or in a book. 
 
While a film such as Linnaeus’ Flower Clock needs to be presented on its own in a 
comfortably furnished room, with a bench or chairs, so as to encourage viewers to 
immerse themselves in the work and watch it as a whole, an installation like Thin Cities 
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calls for mobility, as spectators move between the several screens  which, because they 
hang from the ceiling, can be seen from both front and back. While remaining 
untrammelled, the gaze is guided in its movements from one screen to another by an 
exhibition design that encourages certain associations of images and, above all, visions. 
Positioned as they are, in the one-time pose of subject facing the camera, the figures 
look now at the visitor. And when they try to escape this visual capture, like the child 
hiding behind its mother and furtively peeking out, it is our own gaze that they are 
alternatively avoiding and meeting. And this has a whole playful dimension. As for the 
fact of being able to see the image front and back, I have already analysed the 
secondary meaning that this may have in terms of the reversal of viewpoints. 
 
A fragmented identity 
 
This kinaesthetic dimension, these confrontations and reversals of gazes begin to take 
on a particular meaning when we set them in relation to the origin of the images, to a 
geographical diversity that spans Africa and New Guinea, Indonesia and China, and 
when we realise that this migratory dimension, this confrontation of identities placed on 
an equal footing, has its source in Fiona Tan’s own biography and in her vision of the 
world. 
 
Born in Indonesia, Chinese by her father and Australian by her mother, having studied art 
in Germany and then the Netherlands, Fiona Tan is now travelling the world both 
symbolically, through the ethnographic archives that she works with, and physically, in 
the countries where she puts on exhibitions. The documentary that she made about 
retracing her own origins May You Live in Interesting Times, ends with an awareness of 
her fragmented identity, with the concomitant sensation, perhaps, of always being a 
foreigner, whatever country she happens to be in. 
 
Although Fiona Tan’s quest for identity was sometimes an upsetting experience, with 
time she has come to realise that this trans-national background is also a source of 
strength in an age when the discourse on multiculturalism is rarely founded on lived 
experience. It is no surprise that her encounter with Chen Zhen left such a lasting 
impression. When asked “Is your world in China or in the West?” this Chinese artist 
based in France replied, “Somewhere between the two.” 
 
Making everyone “other” 
 
“Zhu Xian: In your world, where is ‘me’ and where are the ‘others’? 

Chen Zhen: Where does the concept of ‘others’ come from? Paradoxically, the creation 
of this concept shows just how deeply rooted Western-centrism is. ‘Others’ stands for a 
group that goes beyond what we understand by the relation between ‘me’ and ‘you,’ 
‘him’ or ‘them.’ Curiously enough, non-Western artists, who are among the ‘others,’ 
never ask how they in turn should define those who designated them in this way. That’s 
where the problem lies. 
 
Zhu Xian: But when we say ‘Others’ it’s almost like a proper name. 
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Chen Zhen: Let’s not speculate about terms too much. First, let’s look at how 
multiculturalism developed out of this definition of ‘Others.’ Now, imagine a drawing: 
there is a big circle with lines connecting its perimeter with the rest of the image, 
radiating out in every direction. At the end of each line there is a little circle. The big 
circle in the middle is of course the place where the notion of ‘Others’ has been defined; 
that is to say, the Western world. All the little circles around it represent the group of 
‘Others’: Asians, Africans, Latin Americans, Middle Easterners, etc. It couldn’t be clearer: 
the little circles on the edges are interested only in the big circle at the centre. […] 
 
Zhu Xian: Is that why your strategy consists in avoiding the centre? 

Chen Zhen: No, it’s in my inner world that I want to completely change the drawing. I 
want to eliminate the big circle, to make everyone ‘other’ and all cultures ‘other’ cultures, 
including White culture. Then we would have a ‘multi-other,’ ‘multi-coloured’ world. There 
would no longer be anything in the centre. That’s my way of revising the definition of 
‘Others.’” 
 
Transversal rereadings 
 
Having reached this point – I in my writing, you in your reading (that is, if you have read 
the text all the way through) – new transversal readings of the text are possible, between 
the paragraphs, like those arrows linking the little circles drawn by Chen Zhen. Before 
leaving you to move freely around the text, I would like to propose one possible 
rereading. To begin with, don’t you think that the drawing imagined by Chen Zhen is a 
fine metaphor of the way the installation Thin Cities works, with its screens positioned 
diagonally across the exhibition room, in such a way that no single elements has a 
central, dominant position? As I pointed out in the section entitled “Photographic 
moments,” in this piece people from non-Western cultures engage in a dialogue via 
images. The only Western mediation is that of the person with the camera, Fiona Tan, 
and she herself merges into a group of Chinese villagers so completely that I am sure 
you would be hard pressed to identify her, unless you had already seen her in another of 
her films. 
 
The kinaesthetic dimension evident in the spatial arrangement of Thin Cities is present 
at another level in the movement between the images in each of Fiona Tan’s individual 
films. In the way the images are edited together, and in the way they are shown, there 
are always at least two possible points of view on the event or filmed image, and often a 
moment of suspense or deliberate indeterminacy in the editing which (if the procedure is 
used subtly) provides endless stimulus to perception and attention. 
 
Aware as she is that a filmmaker frames and edits an image using procedures similar to 
those adopted by a historian analysing and interpreting a historical moment, or by an art 
historian reading a painting – a process of breaking down and reassembling, and 
bringing past events into the present, Fiona Tan has no qualms about combining found 
images with the images she has herself produced. It all begins and ends with visions and 
gazes. In the gaze, we can read the fathomless, the “unsayable” and the “unnameable” 
– those things that we “persistently try to hide.” And, as those words of Georges Perec’s 
come back to us here, so we also meet the souls of others among the departed, others 
for whom Gutete’s eyes will forever be shedding their tears.
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