
Visual Aesthetics to the Rescue: 
Seeing the potential in the crisis of representation

 The representational crisis asserts that if we only know a thing through its representations, then ethnographers 
no longer directly capture lived experience. Experience is created in the social text. 

 The legitimization crisis questions how we bring authority to our texts.
  ~ Denzin, Norman (2002). “Confronting Ethnography’s Crisis of Representation,” in  Review 

 Symposium: Crisis in Representation, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 31(4), p. 483.

 …the texts that do justice to the complexity of what we try to know and understand include the tales 
 not told, the words not written or transcribed, the words thought but not uttered, the unconscious: 
 all that gets lost in the telling and the representing…The key here is to situate risk and failure as 
 fruitful grounds for exploring post-foundational practices.
  ~ Lather, Patti (2001). “The Staging of Qualitative Research”: A Response to  Kathleen Gallagher. 
  Journal of Curriculum Theorizing, 17(3), p. 157.

What is even more important is that not only is this quality a significant motive in undertaking
intellectual inquiry and keeping it honest, but that no intellectual activity is an integral event (is an experience), 
unless it is rounded out with this quality. Without it thinking is inconclusive. In short, 
esthetic cannot be sharply marked off from the intellectual experience since the latter must bear an 
aesthetic stamp to be itself complete. 
 ~ Dewey, John (1934).  Art as Experience. New York: Penguin Books, p. 40.

Within the article “The Validity of Angels: Interpretive and textual strategies in researching the 
lives of women with HIV/AIDS,” (Lather, 1995) Patti Lather describes a research project, 
conducted with fellow researcher Chris Smithies, which resulted in their book Troubling the 
angels: Women living with HIV/AIDS, (1997). The article explores “ephemeral practices of validity 
after poststructuralism within the context of a particular inquiry to generate a theory of situated 
methodology”(Lather, 1995, p. 41). A major premise to Lather’s concept of “situated methodology” 
is the making of textual decisions appropriate to that of the experiences shared by all research 
participants, “in this case, grounded in writing with and from rather than about, in a context that 
takes the crisis of representation into account” (p. 58). Influenced by poststructural methods, Lather 
describes how her use of the angel, as a witness or translator, led to a multivalent text,  “a 
questioning text,” (McWilliam, 1992, p. 271) and a text that tentatively attempts to represent the 
“difficult knowledge” (Britzman, 1998) belonging to the women researched, as opposed to a text 
that claims to speak the “truth” through an authoritative voice. In a written piece (Lather, 2001) that 
followed, a response to Kathleen Gallagher’s response to the project, Lather further develops this 
situated methodology by incorporating her idea of “getting lost” as a methodological stance: “My 
purpose here is to address the “compelling understanding too quickly” part by unpacking what 
getting lost might mean as both methodology and mode of representation” (p. 159). 
 
 Lather’s work in the area of feminist and poststructural research challenges traditional ways of 
researching as well as the structural form of methodologies, and for this I am appreciative, 
however, in this paper I assert that these disciplinary boundaries need to be contested further 
through an aesthetic approach that may better represent difficult knowledge. Similar to Gallagher 
(2001), I am most interested in “the tension of these worlds – aesthetic/inventive and critical/
deconstructive brought into relation with each other” (p. 146) and I believe research pertaining to 
the social world should embrace this tension. By referring to contemporary art, social researchers 
can be exposed to innovative ways of attaching an “aesthetic stamp” (Dewey, 1934) to 
ethnographic texts. Through this paper I am not arguing for art to replace literary text in research, I 
am suggesting that the textual composition of research, such as that performed by Lather and 
Smithies, be informed by an increased understanding of visual aesthetics.
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 As I read about the crisis of representation in our assigned text “Review Symposium: Crisis in 
Representation” (2002), I was reminded of Hal Foster’s “The Artist as Ethnographer” (1996) in 
which he describes an ethnographic turn in contemporary art and how he perceived this as a 
response to what Walter Benjamin termed in 1934 “the impossible place.” First presented as a 
lecture at the Institute for the Study of Fascism in Paris, Benjamin’s “The Author as Producer” 
positioned the artist on the left “to side with the proletariat” (Foster, p. 171). Structurally similar to 
this, Foster suggests the emergence of a new paradigm in the advanced art on the left – naming this 
paradigm ‘artist as ethnographer.’ Foster provides numerous examples in which a poststructural 
reflexivity becomes essential to this kind of art work. Some of the work described, spanning from 
the 1960s to the 1990s, incorporates text as a way to “frame the framer as he or she frames the 
other…[as] one way to negotiate the contradictory status of otherness as given and constructed, 
real and fatasmatic.” (p. 203) However, as Foster argues, the textual reframing is not sufficient on 
its own. One example is Martha Rosler’s work that examines the homeless in The Bowery in Two 
Inadequate Descriptive Systems (1974-75). The photos and adjoining list of words work to suggest 
to the reader that which is in between the two, a relationship of visuals and text that points to an 
absence of the human figure (Fig. 1). Rosler allows the reader/viewer to make sense of the work 

through a process of engagement, and by reflecting on the unconventional use of documentary 
photography. She presents “empty” images in an effort to draw attention to what is absent or what 
has been forgotten, the unsaid. With this piece, it is not the words or images themselves that 
produce meaning, but rather how the artist has used both to create tension between the artistic and 
ethnographic modes of display.

 Representing the unspoken, the absent, or that which cannot be put into words, is common 
practice for many contemporary artists. Influenced by strategies that emerged from conceptual art 
in the 1970s, undoubtedly informed by poststructural writings, these artists do not refer literally to 
their media but instead, “the medium registers in the consciousness of the viewer as integral to the 
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(Fig. 1) Martha Rosler, detail, The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems, 1974-75. 
A series of 45 prints of text and images, 30 x 60 cm.



experience and overall statement of the work” (Klepac, 
1991). An artist who has successfully represented the 
absent and, I believe, the concept of difficult 
knowledge, is Rachel Whiteread, best known for her 
sculptures that often take form in casts of physical 
spaces. One of her most well known works is Ghost, 
(1990) a large plaster cast of the inside of a room in a 
Victorian house – a house that was once lived in with 
patches of wallpaper and paint remaining on the walls 
(Fig. 2). This was followed by House (1993) in which 
she did the same thing with an entire Victorian house –
located on a street where all of the houses had earlier 
been knocked down (Fig. 3). Whiteread has become 
known for making “negative space” visible. The artist’s 
Holocaust Monument a.k.a. Nameless Library, (2000) is a 
public artwork located in Judenplatz, Vienna, which represents death and absence, created in 
remembrance of Austrian Jews killed during the Holocaust (Fig. 4). The piece was cast in concrete, 
with the walls made up of rows of books with the pages, rather than the spines, turned to the 
outside – an inverted representation of space.
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Martha Rosler, installation of The Bowery in Two 
Inadequate Descriptive Systems, 1975

(above left)
(Fig. 2) Rachel Whiteread, Ghost, 
1990. Plaster on steel frame
The Saatchi Gallery, London

(above right)
(Fig. 3) Rachel Whiteread, House, 
1993

(bottom left)
(Fig. 4) Rachel Whiteread, 
Holocaust Monument a.k.a. Nameless 
Library, 2000
Judenplatz, Vienna



 As some artists have worked to give aesthetic form to that which is not ‘there,’ others have 
questioned traditional aesthetic and material concerns altogether by replacing imagery with text. 
Textual language can function as art. This is an idea brought to fruition by conceptual artists 

working in the 1970s, such as Lawrence 
Weiner (Fig. 5). With Weiner’s work, we are 
encouraged to consider letters and words the 
same way we would contemplate traditional 
forms of painting. Some artists working today 
continue to challenge the form of art through 
innovative use of text. 
 
      Jenny Holzer is primarily known for her 
use of light-projected and LED text works 
displayed in public spaces, however, an area of 
her practice significant to this discussion is 
recent work that uses declassified US 
government documents – memos, sworn 
statements, emails, and directives – regarding 
the situation in the Middle East. The artist 
represents the voices of those that were 

silenced by transforming these documents into paintings (screenprints) that effectively convey 
suppressed ideas and emotions. Wish List Black (2006) is a 13-part piece that begins with a 
document titled “Alternative Interrogation Techniques (Wish List)” and consists of military 
techniques such as open hand strikes, close quarter confinement, sleep deprivation, and more (Fig. 
6). Holzer’s appropriation of documents from the Department of Defense, White House, CIA, and 
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(Fig. 5) Lawrence Weiner, ‘As Far As The Eye Can See’ 
Retrospective Exhibition, Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles

(clockwise from left) Jenny Holzer, Detained, 2004;  (Fig. 6) Jenny Holzer, Wish List Black, detail, 2006. Oil 
on linen,  33 x 408 in.; Jenny Holzer, detail of another piece from Detained.



FBI could just as well have been organized into book format, however, when enlarged they become 
unavoidable and capture a sense of presence akin to her public art work.

The exploration of words functioning as visual art exists within creative representations of 
literature as well. Writers often adapt the spatial layout of the page to the content of the narrative, 
particularly in expressive forms of writing like concrete poetry and, most recently, with digital e-
literature that exists on screen. Manipulation of space, size, and letter fonts can allow for multiple 
narratives to be read in relation to each other and within the same visual field. The concept of 
marginalia – readers writing in the margin of books – has been taken up as an aesthetic approach to 
themes that are “on the margin” of society and that might require multiple voices (Fig. 7). 
Examples of marginalia applied to biblical texts reveal how complex page layout can function 

through several layers (Fig. 8). The history of Jewish publishing also offers interesting examples of 
page layout through the use of inset text boxes, drawings and diagrams, and, in the case of the 
Talmud Babli, (Fig. 9) a labyrinth design is formed by the negative space that surrounds the blocks 
of text.  

How might the research of Lather and Smithies be aesthetically composed to better represent the 
narratives of the women in the Troubling the Angels research project? 
 The composition of Troubling the Angels attempts to disrupt the traditional book format by 
juxtaposing the narratives of the women researched with those of the researchers/authors, placing 
the text of the researchers at the bottom of the page while the womens’ voices are privileged at the 
top (page views can be accessed by searching for Troubling Angels here: http://books.google.ca/). 
There are also boxes of text dispersed here and there containing background information that 
provides context for the study. These boxes allow the reader to pause, breaking up the emotional 
narratives, and they function as a sort of guide, to which Lather incorporates her use of the angel 
throughout. In her writings, Lather discusses a textual strategy of “multiple discourses [that] 
decenter the researcher as master of truth and justice, …” (Lather, 1995, p. 58). She states that the 
bottom narrative can be understood as the researchers/authors’ way of “making sense of the data.” 
The intention was to allow the voices of the women, in some instances the difficult knowledge, to 
be given more presence over the authors’ descriptions. An argument could be made, however, that 
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(left to right) (Fig. 7) Samuel Johnson’s Plan of a Dictionary, from Marginalia (Yale University Press, 2009); 
         (Fig. 8) Geneva Bible, first page of Book of Exodus, 1560; (Fig. 9) Talmud Babli, c. 1510.

http://books.google.ca
http://books.google.ca


the choice of layout does the exact opposite considering that in the field of literature, footnotes to a 
narrative text typically provide the authoritative commentary – what people rely on to understand 
the text. Other alternatives to this layout might have been to place the two different voices on 
facing pages, switching up the facing pages every so often so that neither are viewed as always left 
or right. Although I would argue for more visual experimentation overall, incorporated into the text 
layout as well as the research process itself (encouraging the women to work with their photos and 
memorabilia in addition to providing narrative accounts of experience), the textual content of the 
book alone could be typographically rearranged to better capture Lather’s intentions. For instance, 
interview dialogue could be adjusted to indicate pauses and change in tone, somewhat similar to 
the text of a transcript. The arrangement of blocks of text could also be ‘shaped’ to express the 
dialogical qualities that occurred in the research process. A contemporary example of a printed 
book that applies expressive use of text on page is House of Leaves (2000) by Mark Danielewski 
(Fig. 10). Similar to early biblical examples and pages from illuminated manuscripts, it is the 
placement and shaping of narratives combined with creative use of negative space that allows the 
text to speak in an expressive way.

 In conclusion, an increased aesthetic attention to the arrangement of the womens’ words in 
Troubling the Angels might risk including more of an authorial voice then intended, however, a 
completely unbiased account is likely impossible. What seems to be more important is representing 
the research in a manner that effectively conveys “dialogue as discourse” (Gallagher, 2001, p. 149) 
and in a manner that invites the reader to become conscious of their own ‘role’ in the story. When 
discussing this project, Kathleen Gallagher cited Lather’s (1991) use of the phrase “catalytic 
validity” – the imaginative aspect of inquiry in qualitative research. Gallagher follows with a series 
of questions: “What more might this research activity cultivate? How might it move outside its 
own conception? And like art, how might it enable us to move ourselves beyond current 
situations?” (p. 152). Lather and Smithies’ managed to remain critically reflective throughout their 
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(Fig. 10) pages 94 and 134 of House of Leaves (2007) by Mark Z. Danielewski (Pantheon Books)



research project, therefore, perhaps they would appreciate this critical response to Gallagher’s 
questions– a response that also functions as another way of “getting lost” in the textual process. In 
fact, I believe this paper actually brings form to what “getting lost might mean as ....mode of 
representation” (Lather, 2001, p. 159). An increased aesthetic approach to Lather’s situated 
methodology is needed, however, it is the issue of representation that I have focused on in this 
paper. Lather herself discusses the need to accept the “disfigurations of language” (2001, p. 160) 
and, in a way, I am suggesting this be done through an aesthetic reworking of that which is 
represented in Troubling the Angels with an intention of capturing difficult knowledge. 
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Visual resources and information on artists discussed:

Martha Rosler:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martha_Rosler
http://www.martharosler.net/
http://artg33k.vox.com

Lawrence Weiner:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lawrence_Weiner
http://www.guggenheimcollection.org/site/artist_bio_162A.html
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Rachel Whiteread:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Whiteread
http://www.luhringaugustine.com/index.php?mode=artists&object_id=76
http://www.tate.org.uk/modern/exhibitions/whiteread/

Jenny Holzer:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jenny_Holzer
http://www.pbs.org/art21/slideshow/?artist=177
http://www.jennyholzer.com/
http://www.hustlerofculture.com/me_we/2008/01/london---detain.html

Marginalia:
http://cultureandcommunication.org/deadmedia/index.php/Marginalia
http://www.villagevoice.com/2001-04-10/art/lit-gloss/2

Biblical Page Layouts:
http://www.springfieldlibrary.org/gutenberg/print.html

Jewish Publishing:
http://www.nawpublishing.com/expansionpages/ephemera/jewish_publishing.htm
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