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Introduction to Session 7

Matter, material and materiality: over the course
of the past two decades these three words have
become ubiquitous in the humanities and social
sciences. Driven by a rising ecocritical awareness
and backed by a focus on mobility and trade, the
discourse on materiality has profoundly shaped
both the theory and practice of our discipline. A
response to the ‘linguistic turn’ of the 1970s and
1980s, this ‘material turn’ now compellingly coun-
terbalances the dematerialization of today’s digital
reality, the loss of a culture of tactility and manual
crafts.! But why does materiality appeal so much
to art historians? Perhaps it is because it extols the
idea that images are not signs but embodied ob-
jects that call for our own, discipline-specific ex-
pertise; perhaps because it claims a much larger
field of intervention for art history, well beyond
the realm of art, into that of material culture and
even beyond, past the fabricated object and to-
wards unbounded matter of all kinds.2 On the one
hand, materiality has reinforced the disciplinary
boundaries of our academic field; on the other, it
has broadened them.

This focus on the matter of art has often trans-
lated into an emphasis on the moment of the ob-
ject’s creation: its making, production, and the art-
ist’s choice of medium. This session looks instead
at what happens over time.

In attending to time, the following contributions
address an often-overlooked dimension in the bi-
ography of the ‘animated’ artwork: not its coming
into life, but rather its slow aging and eventual re-
lease into a novel configuration of matter - be it a
fragment, ruin, or waste. By following matter before
and after the finished, localized object, the session
encourages to think about materials subject to time
scales at odds with those of human experience,
moving - as the title suggests - from the time of hu-
man history to the deep time of geological history.®

The effect of time on artworks is a matter of
great concern for conservators, curators, and

policymakers, but it has rarely been the focus of
art historical inquiry and interpretation. Art histo-
rians might even harbor hostility toward time be-
cause it obliterates the objects we study. Issues
of conservation remain relegated to restoration
reports and are often seen as peripheral to the
field. Art history established itself as a humanistic
discipline by insisting on this distinction: in a now
canonical contribution, Erwin Panofsky advocated
for the separation between the scientific work of
technical art history and humanist inquiry, arguing
that “from the humanistic point of view, human
records do not age”.?

When, as art historians, we consider the tem-
poral instability of artworks, we tend to interpret
it as the visual manifestation of the distance that
separates us from the original condition of the
object, a condition we assume to be the relevant
one. This session proposes instead to read time
more productively and sympathetically: not just in
terms of its ‘subtractive agency’, but as an active,
shaping force that compels artists and audiences
to confront the object’s processes of making and
unmaking.

Our session interprets the theme of the 2019
CIHA Congress, Motion: Transformation in tempo-
ral terms. By focusing on movements that are not
just across space but also across time, we hope to
complement the current emphasis on the circula-
tion and mobility of objects: the pathways, trajec-
tories, and exchange practices that have helped
us productively rethink so much of our globalized
discipline.

The themes that the contributions of this ses-
sion address are rather episodes of stillness and
stasis (the dusting of fresco surfaces; the pro-
gressive hardening of wet stucco; the freezing of
blood; the slow growth of silkworms and plants).
They are episodes where movement is vertical
rather than horizontal, a deep dive into the earth’s
stratigraphy and the abyss of geological time



Introduction to Session 7

(the rocky escarpments of a sacred mountain; the
extraction of iron; the excavations through the
geological strata of the Venice Biennale). Taken
collectively, they help revise the assumption that
matter and objects that are ‘on the move’ are
more significant or have more to offer to art his-
tory than those that remain halted, stuck, or ma-
rooned.®

Matter, material, materiality: so far, we have used
these words as synonyms. But do these notions
share the same semiotic content? Today, we are
still missing an accurate analysis of their distinct
applications in different historical and geographi-
cal contexts. A survey of the usage and dissemina-
tion of these terms would undoubtedly surprise us
with respect to our understanding of art history.
With its attention to the material facies of works
of art, our discipline is, within visual humanities,
exceptionally well equipped to deal with these is-
sues.

And yet, over the course of the last century,
materiality has been neglected, partially as a re-
sult of the pull of two important artistic shifts.
First, during the avant-garde, when artistic at-
tention was increasingly focusing on ether vibra-
tions, electromagnetic waves, radioactivity, and
other invisible phenomena that could be reinvest-
ed in the aesthetic field and beyond the material
world - a trend Lynda Henderson has designated
as vibratory modernism.® Later on, in the 1960s,
conceptual art challenged materiality in an even
more radical fashion. After centuries during which
artmaking was fully ruled by the paradigm of vis-
ibility, it seemed that, oddly enough, artists were
interested in making their works invisible, investi-
gating the threshold of the visible and dismissing
its subject matter.

Invisibility, absence, emptiness: the new agen-
da promoted by conceptual practices involved
long-term consequences regarding the role of
museums and art institutions, as well as the func-
tion of art exhibitions in legitimizing artworks. The
material that mattered was now the exhibition
itself. This historical move was aptly and timely
grasped in 1968 by Lucy Lippard in The Demate-
rialization of Art, a volume that offers a valuable
overview of that period.”

Within this framework - one that challenges
materiality while moving towards invisibility - one

should also mention nuclear energy and radioac-
tivity, as it is in these fields that invisibility first
revealed its potentially destructive force. This
avisuality, to use the expression coined by Akira
Mizuta Lippit, threatened to engender a catastro-
phe that would instantly annihilate human pres-
ence on earth.® Nuclear energy, however, does
not endorse the negation of matter but rather its
transformation: a conversion of matter into the in-
finitesimal, into a microscopic scale that is simul-
taneously invisible to the naked eye and colossal
in its effects. It is no accident that contemporary
artistic practices have so often turned to nuclear
energy as the subject matter or ‘material’ of art.®
What these practices and experiences have
in common is a compelling invitation not to op-
pose materiality and de-materialization in a sim-
plistic manner. As a form of de-substantialization,
the dematerialization of objects and media does
not necessarily lead to the immaterial. Materials
- even when they are invisible to the eye - might
still possess a matter of some sort, leading to an
impasse of the modernist aesthetics grounded on
the scopic regime or the oculocentric model.
More recently, according to Jane Bennett, mat-
ter has been reconceived not as a passive and in-
ert substance but rather as an activated and en-
ergetic element, subject to timescales that are
much grander than those of human history.'® This
‘deep-time’ of geological history and its unyielding
remoteness force the limits of the anthropocentric
humanities, eluding our comprehension. Exercising
our ecological and geological imagination draws
attention to the visual aspect of materiality while
challenging common assumptions about the para-
digmatic intertwining of time and matter in visual
and cultural practices. It leads us to explore the
power of images to visualize the materialities that
make up our present in an historical framework.
Deep time also resists being reduced to the
present moment, to a form of ‘presentism’ that
contemporary art appears to cultivate; it exceeds
the human scale and perhaps even our imagina-
tion.m How do artists respond to the materiality
that is specific to what has been now called the
Anthropocene? How do they visualize an increas-
ingly controversial and threatening geological era
that eschews clear-cut and reliable representa-
tions? How do they face the catastrophic events
that this might engender? How do they respond
to a future that is not only unfathomable, unpre-
dictable, or inscrutable, but also unimaginable?
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These questions might offer new methodolog-
ical insights into the exploration of matter and
materiality: both in the historiographical weight
these terms carry and in their resonance in con-
temporary artistic practices. With regard to this
session, they provide a useful background to
shift the focus away from human orchestration
towards human and non-human collaborations;
to consider material flows and productively re-
think the relationship between matter and form
beyond the hylomorphic model, the formalism
of art history, and the visibility of the Western
scopic regime; and to broaden the /longue durée
- encompassing, according to Fernand Braudel,
the history of the Mediterranean sea in the XVI
century - into an ecology of deep time towards
which the current era of the Anthropocene has
stretched.

*k ok

As a testament to the liveliness of the material
turn, this session offers only a small selection of
the many proposals we received. This final line-
up follows a rough chronological order but also
groups papers by the nature of the material they
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