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SERIES PREFACE

NEW ENCOUNTERS

Arts, Cultures, Concepts
Giriselda Pollock

How do we think about visual art these days? What is happening to art his-
tory? Is visnal culture taking its place? What is the status of cultural studies,
in itself or in relation o its possible neighbours art, art history and visnal stud-
tes? What s going on? What are the new directions? To what should we re-
main loyal?

New Encounters: Arts, Cultures, Concepts proposes some possible ways of
thinking through these questions. Firstly, the series introduces and
works with the concept of a transdisciplinary initiative. This is not a
synonym for the interdisciplinary combination that has become de
rigueur. It is related to a second concept: research as encounter. Together
transdisciplinary and encounter mark the interaction between ways of
thinking, doing and making in the arts and humanities that retain dis-
tinctive features associated with disciplinary practlceﬁ and obijects: art,
history, culture, practice, and the new knowledge that is produced when
these different ways of doing and thinking encounter one another
across, and this is the third intervention, concepts, circulating between
ditferent intellectual or aesthetic cultures, inflecting them, finding com-
mon questions in distinctively articulated practices. The aim is to place
these different practices in productive relation to one another mediated
by the circulation of concepts.

We stand at several cross-roads at the moment in relation to the vi-
sual arts and cultures, historical, and contemporary, and to theories and
methods of analysis. Cultural - 1/7/1/)&%, Theory and History (CATH) is of-
fered as one experiment in thinking about how to maintain the mo-
-mentum of the momentous intellectual, cultural revolution in the arts
and humanities that characterized the last quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury while adjusting to the different field of analysis created by it.
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In the 1970s—1990s, the necessity, or the intrusion, according to your
position, was Theory: a mythic concept with a capital T that homoge-
nized vastly different intellectual undertakings. Over those decades, re-
search in the arts and humanities was undoubtedly reconfigured by the
engagement with structuralist and poststructuralist theories of the sign,
sociality, the text, the letter, the image, the subject, the post-colonial,
and above all, difference. Old disciplines were deeply challenged and
new interdisciplines—called studies—emerged to contest the academic
field of knowledge production and include hitherto academically ig-
nored constituencies. These changes were wrought through specific
engagements with Marxist, feminist, deconstructionist, psychoanalyti-
cal, discourse and minority theory. Texts and authors were branded ac-
cording to their theoretical engagements. Such mapping produced
divisions between the proliferating theoretical models. (Could one be
Marxist, and feminist, and use psychoanalysis?) A deeper split, however,
emerged between those who, in general, were theoretically oriented,
and those who apparently did without theory: a position easily crlthued
by the theoretically minded because being atheoretical is, of course, a
theoretical position, just one that did not carry a novel identity associ-
ated with the intellectual shifts of the post- 1968 university.

The impact of ‘the theoretical turn’ has been creative; it has radically
reshaped work in the arts and humanities in terms of what is studied
(content, topics, groups, questions) and also how it is studied (theories
and methods). Yet some scholars currently argue that work done under
such overt theoretical rubrics now appears tired; theory constrains the
creativity of the new generation of scholars familiar, perhaps too famil-
iar, with the legacies of the preceding intellectual revolution that can
too easily be reduced to Theory 101 slogans (the author is dead, the
gaze is male, the subject is split, there is nothing but text, etc.). The
enormity of the initial struggles
speak of sexual difference, subjectivity, the image, representation, sex-
uality, power, the gaze, postcoloniality, textuality, difference, fades be-
fore a new phase of normalization in which every student seems to
bandy around terms that were once, and in fact, still are, challengingly
difficult and provocative.

Theory, of course, just means thinking about things, puzzling closely
over what is going on, reflecting intently on the process of that puz-
zling and thinking, A reactive turn away from active engagement with
theoretical developments in the arts and humanities is increasingly ev-
ident in our area of academe. It is, however, dangerous and misleading
to talk of a post-theory moment, as if we can relax after so much in-
tellectual gymnastics and once again become academic couch-potatoes.
The job of thinking critically is even more urgent as the issues we con-
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front become even more complex, and we now have extended means
of analysis that make us appreciate ever more the complexity of lan-
guage, subjectivity, symbolic practices, affects and aesthetics. So how to
continue the creative and critical enterprise fostered by the theoretical
turn of the late twentieth century beyond the initial engagement deter-
mined by specific theoretical pamdlgms—‘ How does it translate into «
practice of amz/) sis that can be consistently productive?

This series argues, following Mieke Bal’s proposals for both cultural
analysis and travelling concepts, that we can go forward, with and be-
yond, by transdisciplinary encounters with and through concepts. Concepts them-
selves arise inside specific theoretical projects. They now move out
of—travel from—their own originating site to become tools for thinking
within the larger domain of cultural analysis, a domain that secks to
create a space of encounter between the many practices that constitute
the arts and humanities: the fields of thought that puzzle over what we
are and what it is that we do, think, feel, say, understand and live.

Centre for Cultural Analysis, Theory and History
University of Leeds, 2007
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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION
Griselda Pollock and Victoria Turvey Sanron

The initiating editor for this collection, Victoria Turvey Sauron, is an art
historian working on the visual representation of the ecstatic woman
in Western art and culture as an undecidable figure of the challenge to
art and culture posed by female sexuality and subjectivity. Famously,
Bernini’s sculptural installation of Teresa of Avila in her vision (13.1)
has challenged interpreters to deal with the ambivalence of the image:
hovering between a spiritual and an erotic experience. Tracing the ge-
nealogy of the iconography and visuality of the enraptured female body
through to contemporary representations that appear more overtly sex-
ual, Victoria Turvey Sauron identifies the problematic of a visual rep-
resentation of embodied feminine subjectivity and sexuality that refuses
monistic interpretations and instead brings into view shifting border-
lines between interior and exterior.

This book further arose out of one of CentreCATH’s strategic re-
search themes: the Politics and Ethics of Indexicality and Virtuality—
a challenging exploration of both the imaginary and the semiotic in
relation to embodiment, materiality, sociality and history itself. Virtuality
and virtual realities appear to be the territory of new media and tech-
nologies that are capable of unforeseen fabrications and hence desta-
bilizations of our notions of the real, possible, and actual or artificed.
Yet philosophers claim that thought is virtual, language is virtual, the
psyche is virtual in a different sense of holding open potentiality and
change. We must distinguish between debates about virtualities and ma-
terialities and virtualities and indexicalities: the indexical drawn from
the semiotics of C. S. Peirce retains its status as a form of meaning-
making, a signifying process, in which the relation between signifier
and signified has some kind of existential or experiential connection.

At this intersection, the concepts travelling in this collection are the
sacred and the feminine. These open out onto a politics of meanings
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and subjectivities inscribed in a range of practices of thought, represen-
tation, analysis, visualization and even political action. The sacred is not
synonymous with the divine, even if the ways in which religions con-
ceptualize the divine render it sacred. Nor is the feminine synonymous
with women or social constructions of gender. Grasped theoretically
and analytically, the feminine points to ways of thinking and principles
of social organization around the cternal challenge of human responses
to living and dying, and the making sense of the times, generations,
sexualities and bodies involved in these defining processes. This book
is not situated within theology or religious studies, although many pa-
pers may cross over with those disciplines, and writers speak from spe-
cific religious, cultural and geo-political positions. The book addresses
feminist questions of creativity and the imaginary that stand firmly on
anthropological, philosophical and psychoanalytical ground.

The collection is both an art-historical engagement with and theoret-
ical response to the published correspondence between Julia Kristeva
and Catherine Clément titled The Feminine and the Sacred that appeared
in 1998 and was translated into English in 2001." In a new, almost su-
perseded tradition of women’s epistolary literature, a Marxist-Jewish
anthropologist and essayist travelling between Senegal and India corre-
sponds with a self- declared Marxist psychoanalyst atheist deeply
steeped in both the passionate Christianity of her father and in avant-
garde textuality. In a series of embattled letters, radically different con-
ceptions of the relation between women and the sacred are explored.
Linked with Victoria Turvey Sauron’s research, Clément opens with the
suggestion that ‘the sacred among women may express an instanta-
neous revolt that passes through the body and cries out.” Kristeva resists
such hystericization and considers ‘life as the intimate visage of the sa-
cred’. As their arguments unfold through proposition and counter-
proposition, revealing deep rifts between their underpinning cultural
imaginaries, they seck to disentangle the sacred from issues of belief
and rchgl(m in order to e\pl()re the sacred as a facet of human subjec-
tivity: ‘an unconscious perception the human being has of its untenable
eroticism: always on the borderline between nature and culture, the an-
imalistic and the verbal, the sensible and the nameable? What if the sa-
cred were ... the jouissance of that deavage?”

Kristeva’s position is to place the sacred, therefore, between life and
meaning, to which she believes women have a particular and overdeter-
mined relation through both the psychic freight of becoming mothers
and the disposition of the feminine in terms of a phallocentric sym-
bolic within which the feminine subject is a figure, not of exclusion, but
of disillusion and hence less prey to unquestioned belief. For Clément
the sacred does not lend itself to such privileging. Rather it blows the
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roof off sexual difference, playing figuratively through forms of am-
bivalence: bisexuality or hybr1d1tv playing between purity and defile-
ment.

Moving on through sacred cows, the Marian cult of the Virgin, pol-
lution and sacrifice, their correspondence ends in late 1997 after the
funeral of Princess Diana and the extraordinary public expression of
grief associated with it. What happened in that moment around the
tragic and sudden death of this young woman? Each has some thoughts
on massacre and healing, on the necessary privacy of the sacred and
public totalization, of the intersection between body and thought, bi-
ology and memory.

In a culture in which popular texts such as Dan Brown’s Da [inci
Code (2003) or Kevin Smith’s film Dogma (1999) are recirculating a cer-
tain kind of religious mystery associated with a reclaiming of sacred-
ness for either the Mary of Magdala or Mary of Nazareth’s
descendants—that both build their challenge to orthodox religious
Christianity on linking the Christ figure with a woman in sexual and
procreative love, sensible and nameable—we must surely resist this
degradation of the problematic relation of the sacred in human culture
and sexual difference to a comforting recreation of a sacred feminine:
a mythically divine woman. Instead this book has drawn upon the work
of theoretically engaged international cultural thinkers from several dis-
ciplines and many traditions to meet the challenge of thinking critically
the imaginary space, borderline, cleavage, alterity, that is the meaning of
the sacred. Derived from the Latin word sacer, it means that which is set
apart. Sacer gives rise to sacrifice: to be made set apart. The Hebrew
word kadosh has the same resonance. Thus it marks a border, the fun-
damental mark of division and difference that is the condition of
meaning and in the Hegelian tradition of becoming,. Yet it also retains
the relation it thus creates between its own becoming-other and that
which is set up in the same instance as the profane, the ordinary, the un-
problematic and unchallenging, the knowable, the masterable, utilitarian
and productive.

In Moses and Monotheism, Sigmund Freud provided a psychoanalytical
interpretation of the sacred.” Defined fundamentally by a prohibition
that sets something apart from use, Freud sees the incest taboo and ex-
ogamy that follows it as prime exemplars of the sacred. Far from de-
riving from any remarkable features, the sacred inscribes into culture
the ‘will of the primal father’, a figure of terrifying omnipotence and
selfishness. Whether Freud’s conception of human prehistory remains
valid or not—it was after all a retrospective projection based on evi-
dence regularly thrown up by patients and cultures in the present of
analysis—the legacy of his analysis is to remind us of the sources of
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the emotional or affective dimensions of experiences or ideas to which
we give the epithet sacred as a way of marking a specialness, an awe, an
intensity. These sources are in the complex movement of the human
subject from the conditions of pre-human birth into full sociality in
the matrix of relations to powerful others, powerful needs, and pow-
erful rules.

This second book in the New Encounters series is a small contribution
to the creation of a theoretical and analytical space in which to consider
the relations within this imaginary territory: the sacred and sexual dif-
ference. This is considered from an actively international feminist per-
spective that has run through and transformed the many disciplines for
which this conjunction holds intellectual interest: art, literature, art his-
tory, theology, philosophy, critical theory, anthropology—in a word:
thought.

Our title has reversed the terms of the Kristeva/Clément study:
drawing on the mis-given title of a painting by Venetian artist Titian,
known as Sacred and Profane Love. By placing s the feminine in the position
of the profane in the oppositional pairing, sacred and profane, we wish
also to open a space to question the claim made by Julia Kristeva that
there is a special intimacy between the feminine and the sacred, while
accepting that the sacred is a fascinating area of research for transdis-
ciplinary feminist studies that wish both to examine the genealogies of
the feminine and the sacred and critically to explore new relations be-
tween body and language, the sensible and the verbal, based not on
being set apart, but on being the active and embodied, hence psychically
differenced makers of meaning,

The essays in the first part of the book have an ecumenical look
which is, in fact, an international perspective on the more formalized
traditions of thinking the sacred associated with both classical pagan,
classical Hindu and the varieties of monotheistic traditions. Starting
with a framing essay on sacred cows that journeys from Lascaux and
the Hebrew Bible to contemporary feminist psychoanalytical theory,
the first group of essays passes through analyses of the sacred and the
feminine in Christian, post-Christian, Hindu, Muslim, Greek and Jewish
thought to confront a challenging question of life and death in the con-
temporary imaginary world of that most challenging of recent phe-
nomena: the suicide-bomber, analysed daringly here in the context of
Kristevan thought on the psycho-economy of violence. Feminist cul-
tural analysis provides the space for encounters outside of and across
confined disciplinary spaces so that the problematic of thinking life
and death, self and the other—the core of both the sacred and the
feminine—can emerge from traditions that are formally perceived as
patriarchal or phallocentric.
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The second part of the book takes the challenge of thinking the sa-
cred and the feminine through aesthetic practices, music, film, image,
form, movement. The focus falls much more on cultural analysis. Here
it is the productions themselves, whether art, poetry, or film, which
form the lens through which the concepts of the sacred and the fem-
inine are seen.

Upon reading these eight papers together, a common discourse
emerges. The past, whether in the form of visual or literary culture,
myth or personal history or trauma, interacts with the present in the for-
mation of a space both deeply personal to the creative artist, writer or
academic but also able to negotiate much wider questions.

Nina Danino’s presentati()n and contextualization of her film Stzbat
Mater is the first paper in this second part. Beginning with a powerful
portrayal of the voice of the mother, which also haunts her film,
Danino ponders the specificity of the visuality, materiality and tempo-
rality of film and its relation to language, sound and voice. Positioned
as the fulcrum of this book, Danino’s presentation of her creative work
functions as a compelling proposal for a description of the space of the
sacred and the feminine.

The representation, in the text of an academic article, of the visual,
auditory and temporal experience of watching a film, while acting as an
exemplar of the textual capture of this elusory medium also acts as an
introduction to the second part of the book, where a combination of
experienced and emerging researchers present cultural articulations of
the encounter between the two concepts which form the heart of this
book.

Ranjana Thapalyal’s invitation to rethink the depiction of the space
of the sacred with reference to the powerful Hindu feminine interacts
productively with Céline Boyer’s evocation of myth in her work on the
expression of the sacred in poetry. Boyer shows how concepts from an-
cient cultures, such as the myth of Isis, are part of a monomyth of re-
birth which the poetess Kathleen Raine inscribes in the feminine, in a
poetry sited in corporeality, maternity, sacrifice—these metaphors en-
abling the poet to take on the role of the shaman, the conduit for the
inexpressible sacred emerging from within the secret of her own con-
sciousness.

The creative act, sited in the feminine, is also the subject of the five
following papers. Themes of motherhood and the body return in Maria
Aline Seabra Ferreira’s work on Paula Rego. Ferreira argues that Rego’s
representation of the Virgin Mary in labour recovers the Virgin’s phys-
icality and bodilyness. Tracing representations of the pregnant Virgin
~ throughout the history of art, Ferreira reads Rego’s portrayal of the
Virgin Mary as well as her representations of angels through the writ-



