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I. 
IN 1978, MY PARENTS SAY I DIED DURING A PNEUMONECTOMY (LEFT 

THORACIC INCISION, BREAKING OF RIBS AND CARVING OF MUSCLE). 

MEDICALLY, DEATH IS THE ‘PERMANENT AND IRREVERSIBLE CESSATION’ 

(FISCHER 1993)OF THE BODY,  SO TECHNICALLY I DID NOT DIE.  YET SO 

PRECISELY HAD I TOLD OF BEING LAID TO SLEEP AND ALL THAT FOLLOWED, 

THAT I THOROUGHLY UNSETTLED ANYONE’S NOTIONS THAT DEATH IS 

‘RADICALLY UNEXPECTED’ (FREUD 1915). 

POST-SURGERY, THE SAC THAT CONTAINED THE DISEASED LUNG – THE 

PLEURAL SPACE – FILLED WITH AIR, FOLLOWED BY THE OPACIFICATION OF 

THE LEFT HEMITHORAX AS LIQUID TOOK ITS PLACE. A POWERFUL 

COMPENSATORY OVERINFLATION OF THE RIGHT LUNG LED TO AN 

OVERCROWDING OF THE RIBCAGE, AN EVENT THAT PROVOKED A 

MEDIASTINAL AND A TRACHEAL SHIFT TO THE LEFT, AND MY SPINE CURVED 

UNDER THE PRESSURE. MY HEART ROTATED ALONG ITS MAIN AXIS AND 

DESCENDED INTO THE LEFT DORSAL WALL WITH THE LEFT VENTRICLE 

RESTING AGAINST THE DIAPHRAGM. A TINY SLIVER OF THE REMAINING 

UPPER LEFT LOBE HAS REMARKABLY FILLED OUT OVER THE YEARS. 

I HAVE NO CONSCIOUS MEMORY OF THESE DRAMATIC EVENTS. I LEARNED 

MUCH LATER MINE WAS THE FIRST SURGERY OF ITS KIND IN THE 

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC, SO RISKY IN FACT, MY MATERNAL GRANDFATHER 

ORGANISED AN AIR AMBULANCE ON STAND-BY TO TAKE ME TO THE 

UNITED STATES, IN CASE MY FATHER – WHO TRUSTED HIS UNCLE TO 

UNDERTAKE THE SURGERY – HAD MADE THE WRONG DECISION. 

SURREPTITIOUSLY, A FIRST PASSPORT HAD BEEN ARRANGED: A PHOTO 

HASTILY TAKEN OF ME IN MY HOSPITAL BED CONFIRMS MY CRISIS HAD 

BEEN REAL. 



of the mind, or a deficiency of comportment, but 

an understandable disinclination to prematurely 

take on board the radical  crisis of the self that 

results from learning death is not merely an 

undeviating probability as one might be led to 

believe, but an imminent reality that demands one 

relinquish all current and future modalities of 

being. 

This journal began as a visual and meditative 

account of the gratitude, anxiety and despair 

provoked by being in the world in such a fragile 

and resilient vessel. Through the seeing 

mechanism of the camera, and through acts of 

making, I sought to locate the body – an 

incarnated mind, a thinking object –  amongst 

other objects that conspire to make the world 

sensible through our experience of them.   

Inevitably, the decisiveness to ground the body in 

the material world provoked other instances of 

consciousness and a crisis in memor y: the 

knowledge that the realm of the fantastic is, in 

fact, the realm of a lived world ensnared in 

disquiet and by wonder . The self loses a fixed 

reference, and this instability results in a gap that 

must be filled in by the imagination. 

Until their known function is upset, objects 

possess solidity. To reduce them, in spite of this 

substance, to their raw data would be an act of 

‘barbarism’ (Rosenberg, 1973). 

The incision to my left torso settled into a jagged 

track of anaesthetised tissue, the visible boundar 

y that seals my chest cavity from view. I 

underestimated its territorial expanse, the 

rind-like quality, the troubling discover y that it 

resembled hastily stitched pelt.  Such as it is , this 

scar represents a devastating blow, an  

awareness of the contingency of a finite presence  

in this lived world. We are but hints of flesh mired 

in constant, unquiet contradiction: a nothing, and 

an entirety. 

We come into being through a presence 

bracketed by death but do all we can to forestall 

dying by medically staving off illness, and 

enriching our physical longevity.  Humans 

possess an unconscious belief in their own 

immortality, what Freud  (1915) calls ‘the secret of 

heroism’.   In the unconscious there is no sense of 

the passing of time, so we believe death will never 

find us. This delusion may be taken as a warning: 

rest our subjectivity on the impermanence of 

things and risk being swept up in the flux of time, 

since our present  can be conceived, as 

Kierkegaard  (1844) does, as waves of ‘annulled 

succession’. That is, to die is to have one’s time 

stop, and yet all that one was and continues to be, 

is left in one’s wake. 

How humans not think death is no mere pathology 
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T 
THINGNESS 

Objects represent the data of 
the lived world, the tangible 
instantiation of human histor 
y, values, belief systems and 
aesthetics. 

Decorative and practical, objects 
are the result of the process of 
ideation. Objects make reality 
intelligible. They function as 
grounding mechanisms in the 
face of changes in the lived world. 
The human desire to make contact 
with the real, to apprehend things 
through the senses, to possess a 
‘specific un-specificit y ’ (Brown 
2004) is what we are compelled to 
ponder on when we reflect on 
material entities. 

Thingness is quality of an object 
that defines its objective 
existence or reality. This thingness 
skirts linguistic articulation. It is 
something animistic or vitalistic, a 
surreptitious anthropomorphism 
that leaves its imprint on the 
object but never quite is what is 
expected. 

What separates thingness from 
the object that houses it is a 
quality : the ver y thing that cuts off 
the object from its materiality is 
the thing that brings it to life. 
Whereas an object can be named, 
the thing is what defines our 
relation to the object. 

Thingness is what eludes or 
exceeds representation. This 
strange animism exhibits a 
recalcitrant alterity of being that 
withdraws itself and resists 
being known. 

But thingness is not a mere 
metaphysical or magical 
presence. Things need to be 
thought, and thinking is 
necessarily conditioned by culture, 
histor y, and language. Things also 
need material presences as 
vehicles for their eventual 
physicality. Thus, thinking the thing 
requires the acknowledgement 
that thingness and thinking are 
two different if interrelated 
processes. 
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Fascination with fetish objects 

transcended its origins to settle in 

two important philosophies: Marxism, 

(the delusion of political economy) 

and Freudian psychoanalysis (the 

hidden; the uncanny). 

Marx indicates a concern with 

thingness and does not necessarily 

qualify the fetish as an object in the 

way that Freud theorises: as 

something that displays all too 

manifestly what it seeks to hide. In 

the Freudian sense, the word fetish 

has perverse connotations 

because it disrupts social order. It is 

a mechanism of contradictions, 

disavowing and yet affirming what 

it seems to lack. 

Materiality, then, is not that which 

distinguishes an object from a 

subject: it is the gateway into an 

examination of the slippage from 

the epistemological to the 

ontological notion of object. 

Fetish objects are described, in 

Marx (1867), Freud (1927) and 

elsewhere, as contrary to reason. 

Objects contain the fetishistic 

tendencies of human anxieties and 

uncertainties. 

Fetishism represents a complex 

system of signification that creates 

symbolic meaning: establishing order 

and social boundaries; making sense 

of fear; providing hope and 

protection; and establishing the ritual 

practices that bind communities 

together. 

To fabricate the fetish, one needs 

things; and it is the thing, the 

carrier of characteristics that can 

be sensed through shaped matter. 

Their thingness evident, yet hidden, 

becomes a thing of abnormality. 

Humans confer signification on 

objects, but  fetish objects point to a 

sensuous border between ourselves 

and the things around us, between 

mind and matter, mediated by 

sensations, affect and passions. 
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Like many creation my ths, 
the Biblical account of Adam 
and Eve is infused with the 
primacy of man and, by deed 
and implication, the auxiliar y 
condition of being the 
female. 
In the 10th centur y BCE Yahwist 
narrative (which includes 
Genesis 2-16), God engendered 
Adam from dust. So that Adam 
would not be alone, He cast 
Adam into a deep sleep, took 
one of his ribs and filled up flesh 
for it (Genesis 2:21). 

It is said the 11th rib was taken, 
anatomically, a less valuable rib 
since the 11th and 12th do not 
connect to the sternum. As the 
number twelve holds particular 
Biblical significance, it is 
thought the eleventh – a number 
of beginnings and of chaos – 
made Eve. 
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What truth is there in a 
mechanised - and in a wholly 
subjective, embodied -  
manner of re-presenting the 
world? 
‘To be sensuous…to be real, is 
to be an object of sense, a 
sensuous object, and thus to 
have sensuous objects 
outside oneself, objects of 
one’s sense perception. To be 
sensuous is to suffer or to be 
subject to the actions of 
another.’ (Apter and Pietz, 
1993:140) 
‘Whether or not the subject is 
dead, every photograph is this 
catastrophe’ (Barthes, 1981:96) 

The tenuous association 
between what is seen and 
what is known is never settled. 
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