


The best place to start would be from the beginning, of course, if such a thing were  
possible. All we know for sure is that some things remain:

A blackish spot marks the place where a centipede was squashed last week, at the  
beginning of the month, perhaps the month before, or later.

In the moment that he encounters the mark on the dining-room wall, the narrator in Alain 
Robbe-Grillet’s short novel form 1957, La Jalousie, shifts briefly and for the first time 
from his precise use of present continuous tense, into past tense. It is as though the nar-
rator has turned towards something that cannot be wholly or even sufficiently explained  
through a meticulous description of the thing’s physical components. Something from the  
past is required to explain its presence but the details are so hopelessly contingent upon  
extraneous elements that it is difficult to comprehensively understand. Even as he  
repeatedly describes this moment in the present tense – when the centipede was squashed 
against the wall – the narrator never describes the event in quite the same manner, or from 
the same perspective. This has a delirious effect upon us as readers. Despite the fact that 
the certainty of these observations never seems to falter, the print of the squashed bug’s 
body has left behind a contorted question mark.

As in Robbe-Grillet’s novels, Hannah James’ works incorporate various objects that are 
extremely complicated and in some way unreliable.1 The writer clearly had an eye for visual 
expression as much as literary. Last Year at Marienbad, may have been directed by Alain 
Resnais, but when writing and preparing the script it was Robbe-Grillet who planned all the 
shots, frames and camera movements.2 Like La Jalousie, …Marienbad is a film laced with 
confounding details and elusive objects, where a man and a woman meet in a château but 
the details surrounding their meeting are ambiguous. Hannah James’ practice is similarly 
concerned with encounters, acts of recording and observing, the impressions and traces 
that remain, and the effects of time upon them. Her sculptures and installations are the 
products of encounters with different people, places and objects at particular times. These 
encounters are everyday, perhaps mundane, but also unusual; the forms are unmistakably 
perceptible and almost unbearably elusive. For both James and Robbe-Grillet, the act of 
looking and the process of memory are deeply interconnected and complex. 

In Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1966 film Blow-Up, the protagonist sets out to take some  
uplifting, simple photographs of a park. However he is disturbed by a mysterious mark 
that appears in the pictures after he has made prints from the negatives in his darkroom. 
He comes to believe he has in fact photographed a dead man, but the photograph and 
his memory perpetually evade these suspicions. Even as he zooms in and ‘blows up’ the  
image to get closer to the event, all he finds is distortion. Something silent and undeter-
mined haunts these photographs and, as such, their meaning never settles, frustrating 
his observations. This unsettling element underlines much of James’ practice. Persistent 
yet obscure motifs return in new constellations and contexts, each time causing a deliber-
ate shift in our comprehension of them. Implicit within this is a concern for the ethical  
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representation of truth and the intentions of things in themselves. James probes beyond 
apparently spontaneous or inconsequential shapes, to ask, “How do these things exist and 
how does the world act on them?”3 

Domestic Interior (2011–2013) depicts a large wooden structure situated in the open-plan 
living space where the artist had encountered it. In the audio accompanying the images 
James describes the building that she lived in for a time and the events that led to her 
finding the wooden partition that now exists in photographic form in the gallery space.  
Recalling her own process in photographing this functional structure, she remarks upon 
the nuances of change she perceives in the object when positioned in new places around 
the room; how it appears changed, yet remains the same. How can we understand these 
things as they appear in this way? Crucially, while things appear to be fixed in one sense, 
other impressions of them are far less so. Hence the outline of the crushed centipede only 

“seems indelible”, and the narrator of La Jalousie demonstrates how the apparent “faithful-
ness” of the imprint on the wall can in fact be gradually worn away by a persistent force 
that penetrates it from outside. 

What and where exactly is this ‘outside’ that affects how matter appears? In the case of 
the centipede’s mark it is surely, in part, the narrator himself that is shifting its impression, 
diligently removing the trace from view. James’ work similarly demonstrates an acute sensi-
tivity to our own relationship as spectators to the objects and images that seem to exist on 
the very edge of our capacities of perception.4 The combination of audio and visual in this 
exhibition seems to suggest there is something insufficient in the images as they are; there 
are some things that we cannot simply see or make out. In her concern for this threshold 
of visible and invisible, there is a constant appeal to our senses, a persistent request for us 
to look or to listen. “When sense appears it is transitory,” explained Robbe-Grillet in an  
interview for Paris Review in 1986, “Therefore, what is important is not to discover the 
truth at the end of the investigation, but the process itself.”5 The process of memory is a 
concern that runs like a thread throughout James’ practice. This thread is multi-faceted, 
at times more prominent than others. Found objects and documents proliferate and in 
some cases, such as Barbara Hepworth, Cotham School (2012–2013), her work draws  
on the problems of interpretation. There is also a concern for the subjectivity of memory;  
a complex and uncertain territory where different degrees of the imaginary, feelings of  
desire, fear, loss and guilt – past and present – are interwoven.6  

In seeking to comprehend this subjectivity of memory, Henri Bergson’s influential book on 
perception Matter and Memory is helpful. In it he explains that all matter in the world is 
an aggregate of many images.7 We are hopelessly embroiled within this until we acquire 
memory. Before this happens there is no ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ to speak of; our proximity to 
everything in the world is too much for us to function. To illustrate this Bergson gives the 
example of a newborn baby, hopelessly dependent upon everything around it. Only after we 
have had time to process experiences and develop memories can we adopt our own body 
as a stable centre point for distancing ourselves so we may construct our own judgments 

and stabilised images. These images are imaginary; they are neither the truth of things nor 
frivolous illusions but constitute our relationship with the world around us. This relation-
ship, however, is forever complicated, as the work of Christian Boltanski attests. Sans Souci 
(1991) – meaning “no worries” – is a found album of family photographs that had previously 
belonged to a Nazi soldier. The friendly and familial scenes in the album disturb what we 
know and associate with the Nazi uniform also in the pictures. Against our ability to make 
stable images and secure judgments there remains extraneous elements to our integral 
perceptions. This means that our perceptions only permit us to make precarious judgments 
over what we see. 

As we look out at the world around us, movements in matter across time alter our percep-
tions “as though by a turn of a kaleidoscope,” as Bergson described. This can result in a 
collusion, collision or competition of impressions from which choices must be made. James’ 
2003, 2008, 2010 (2003–2013) is a full set of prints from a 36 exposure black and white 
film, presented in two sets for this exhibition. The film was used over a period of seven 
years by three different authors, with James as the final author in 2010. The multiple  
exposures made on one film all make a claim for the viewers’ attention. In presenting these 
pictures again in 2013, James has reaffirmed her authorship of the work, collating a set that 
prioritises her subject (a sculpture) in the orientation of the images. As a result the second 
subject of the skateboarder that has been contributed by one of the other authors is still  
apparent but disorientated in the space of the picture plane, relegated to the background. 
The second set of images in the work have been collated through the second author and 
follow the successive chronology of the film, leaving spaces for negatives that were left 
unprinted by the laboratory. These pictures have a kaleidoscope effect; their subject  
matter appears in flux. There is not only a shift in author and subject matter happening  
in this piece, but also in temporality. Time, the ultimate external influence, endless and 
transitory, runs within this work (as the title suggests) and without it, through us as specta-
tors in the gallery. Nothing is constant except this unsurpassable flow of time. “The onrush 
of our activity makes a void behind it into which memories flow,” writes Bergson. As we 
move irrepressibly through time (consider the Angel of History in Walter Benjamin’s theses 
on history8), our memories are a response and an indirect consequence of an indetermi-
nation that we feel when a chiasm emerges between then and now, the visible and the  
invisible.9 Bergson explains that for this indetermination to be in any way resolved there  
requires, “the preservation of the images perceived.” Through them we reestablish  
proximity with the world and everything in it, though only virtually and precariously.10

The return of forms and experiences is a vital and prominent aspect in James’ practice; 
concerned for the effect of repetition on the presence of objects in space across time. While 
repetition is on the one hand a means of organising the world it is also destructive and  
disordering. “As the ground of consciousness, repetition cuts both ways, both shoring up 
and shattering its fragile and precarious hold,” warns Briony Fer in her book The Infi-
nite Line.11 The repeated motif of the squashed centipede in Robbe-Grillet’s novel reflects 
this particular form of violence that repetition can inflict upon our consciousness, causing 
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us on occasion to doubt our senses. This has been reinforced by James in The outline  
seems indelible (2013). As a recording of all the narrator’s accounts of the centipede 
in La Jalousie plays on a loop, the effect is at first disorienting and then maddening.  
Each recollection shares similarities and differences, enough for us to doubt our own.  
The looping of the audio assures us it is the narrator and not ourselves that is at fault, but 
is our feeling of reassurance only superficial? As we look around the gallery in vain for a 
confirmation of what we are hearing, how do we know what to believe? “Sound, like the 
photographic moment, is fugitive,” writes Martha Langford. “Its utterance coincides with 
its disappearance.”12 

Nothing for us can be experienced as spontaneous because memory is always already at 
work, helping us to capture elusive heterogeneous experiences, contract and project them 
as one single, familiar intuition. It is recitation that “revives the original utterance, bringing 
it into a continuous present…a continuum with the past.”13 It allows Robbe-Grillet’s narrator 
to speak with such authority every time even though his objective narrative is ultimately a 
flawed endeavour.14 We are irreparably bound to memory, as we are to repetition, whether 
orally or photographically. So where to begin if the beginning of things is unfathomable, or 
possibly impossible? If the world as we comprehend it is an aggregate of images between 
objects and representations, should we then start from the middle of things? “Start from 
the representation itself,” instructs Bergson. “As for perception itself, insofar as it is an  
image, you are not called upon to retrace its genesis, since you posited it to begin with, and 
since, moreover, no other course was open to you.” 

So the images produced by my perceptions with memory are related to and yet distinct 
from representations. When I first saw Gabriel Orozco’s photograph in the Guggenheim 
in Bilbao, I was struck by what could have been a lunar eclipse, strangely inverted. As my 
eyes sailed about excitedly seeking a sense of what it actually was I was looking at, the 
title to the photograph served to anchor me. It is (of course!) a Ball on Water (1994). Now, 
the photograph does make sense. I can see the shadow of the ball caused by the sun in 
the lower part of the shot. I can also understand why the clouds around the ball have a 
kind of blue tint to them, being a reflection in water. But if I discard the title for a moment  
and ignore the rational path it takes me down, the one with the dead end, I’m still left  
thinking that that ball doesn’t look much like a ball despite what I have been told. What I see  
continues to unsettle what I know and vice versa. This discord suspends my judgment  
somewhere between what I see, what I imagine and what I am told about the picture.

James’ works in this exhibition provide us with pictures from where we may begin our in-
terpretations. In Selected Interiors, Cotham School (2012-2013), various untitled found 
slides (projections of pictures of pictures) are projected in succession repeatedly on the  
gallery wall. Many of the artworks depicted in these slides may appear familiar and yet this 
presentation is strange. For James this collection of images were significant for the sense 
of authorial presence left upon them by their compiler, a former teacher at the school she 
had been working in. These reproductions of reproductions strike you with the previous 

owner’s intention to understand these artworks in a particular way. We may interpret from 
what we are given – the images in the collection itself, the title, the method of presentation 
used here in the gallery – that these images formed part of a class presentation. However 
the absolute lack of any text or audio to supplement our assumptions as the slides rotate 
endlessly in the projector leaves us to consider the nature of our assumptions in the process 
of building narratives and making connections around what we see.

The audio accompanying both Domestic Interior (2011–2013) and Barbara Hepworth,  
Cotham School (2012–2013) adds an extra layer of interpretation to the pictures: that of 
the artists’ own. In the case of Barbara Hepworth, Cotham School, the title is on the one 
hand misleading and on another disorientating. The audio serves to confirm and confound 
this situation. James explains how she came across the pictures in an old box of teaching 
resources, the artist remarks on detecting a personal feeling, a sense of presence emanat-
ing from the anonymous photographer, which made them stand out from the others. She 
recalls the various assumptions and observations she made about the images: that they 
were of a Barbara Hepworth sculpture, taken from her garden in St Ives. Unwilling to  
settle on her assumptions of what she saw, some investigation was made. They turned out 
to be valid, as an almost exact image of the sculpture appeared in her Google search, this 
time labelled with details of Barbara Hepworth’s garden. Although the previous ambiguity 
regarding the content of the images proved easy to settle, the same cannot be said for what 
remains. How can the sense of presence, of personal authorship, that made these pictures 
stand out from the rest in the resource box be accounted for? How and when did these  
images get from the Barbara Hepworth Garden to Cotham School, and who made this  
journey with them? The audio accounts for James’ encounter with these images at the 
school, but the images themselves are not only from another place but a different time – the 
date of the piece is “2012–2013” – the details of which we can still only assume. We as 
viewers bring yet another temporal dimension to the pictures. We can construct explana-
tions with recourse to our imaginations, our memories. Disorientated across time, however, 
we are left with questions, not regarding the meaning of these images, but their very exist-
ence.  

The objects and images that appear in James’ works have endured, and are enduring. They 
are not just faithful to a particular moment in time, but also testify to our own experi-
ence of perpetual slippages in time. This is something we experience through photography  
especially, which often leaves us with the indelible impression that we are more often out 
of time than we are ever in it. This brings us back to the problem of authenticity and the  
impossibility of ever re-experiencing an authentic moment.  If memory and repetition are 
both unavoidable mediators of our experiences, and therefore selection is inevitable, the 
matter of how we use them and understand them becomes most significant. The space  
between what we see and what we understand is in reality unbridgeable. Because we cannot 
live with this fact we fill the gap virtually. Our memory, the mediator, is intimately tangled 
together with everything that we encounter. These recollections may be borrowed from 
those of others at first, but as they become part of our own process for making sense of 



what we see, such definitions become difficult to sustain. Once this is realised to be the case 
any number of ideas and connections seem possible, even likely, but also doubtful. 

To return to Robbe-Grillet for a moment, discussing La Jalousie,

[I]t is the book of mine which has been described as the most dehumanized, where 
nothing happens; a serene, whitewashed world in which man seems perfectly  
reconciled with his environment. Yet it is exactly the opposite: it is an experiment with 
anxiety. The anxiety which Heidegger believes man must experience as the price of 
spiritual freedom.15

The consequence of this way of thinking may be a feeling of infinite possibilities and of  
freedom, but in practice it is not this simple. Kathleen Jamie, in her book, Sightlines, recalls 
gazing under a microscope from a pathologist’s lab at various samples of human tissue.16 
The view was nothing that she had ever seen before. She struggles to fight back the urge to 
use safe metaphors, or familiar personifications, to stabilise her perceptions. Nevertheless, 
with her imagination unshackled, she begins to free-associate what she is seeing with wild, 
yet familiar, images and scenery, resulting in “a collusion of landscape and language”, not 
to mention memory. With the terrain suitably scaled up in her mind to a point of imaginary 
recognition, the pathologist can now direct Jamie with her eyes to the alarming and danger-
ous bacteria present in the tissue sample. The same image she had just been marvelling at 
previously is now revealed to possess a deadly threat to someone else. None of us are truly 
alone in the world. What Jamie was actually looking at, gazing wonderously into the eye of, 
was death: “morally neutral” perhaps, but positively mortal. “The outer world had flown 
open like a door, and I wondered,” writes Jamie, “what is it that we are just not seeing?” 

Hannah James’ practice demonstrates her concern for the meaning of objects beyond 
our own perceptions. We may have no memories of the things that we encounter in this  
gallery space so we are compelled to make our own from what means we have. Thus throws 
us back into a dependable relationship with the things around us. But rather than alluding 
to the ultimate meaning of these objects, James’ work leads us to wonder over a distinct 
lack of any such association. It is perhaps not a cold, empty void that is discovered here  
however, but a profound space. In her poem “Valediction”, Clare Rossini laments the loss of 
an intimate union with a former lover, of which only memories and traces remain. “I cannot 
make my way over to you/ to touch your face or other parts/ Not even those whose ache I 
can feel at the great distance/ that has fallen between us like a world.”17 After acknowledg-
ing her lack, Rossini’s meticulous recourse to her memories lead her to find a new voice 
for herself, one that is “still singing out of doubt and longing”. She finds a way to move on. 
This may well be our only genuine starting point, this bittersweet nothingness full of fear 
and potential. 
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Work details (clockwise from top left):

Domestic Interior (2011-2013) detail  
Two 35mm colour photographs framed with accompanying audio played 
through iPod and radio, 8 minutes

Selected Interiors, Cotham School (2012-2013) detail  
Twenty 35mm found colour slides on a carousel projector

2003, 2008, 2010 (2003-2013) detail  
Thirty-six 35mm black and white photographs framed in two sets

Barbara Hepworth, Cotham School (2012-2013) detail  
Two found colour photographs framed with accompanying  
audio played through iPod and radio, 8 minutes
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