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‘One can certainly think painting, but one can also paint thought’2 

 

Note to audience: This paper precedes by way of a preliminary investigation: a series of 
sketches, if you like ... 

 

In 2012 Turner Contemporary, Margate, hosted a solo exhibition of recent work by “Brit 
Pack” artist, Tracey Emin. According to the gallery website, this installation explored 
‘themes of love, sensuality and romanticism in Emin's oeuvre. Entitled ‘She Lay Down Deep 
Beneath the Sea,’ the exhibition included drawings, monoprints, sculptures, embroidery, 
neons and paintings by Emin which were displayed alongside erotic drawings and works 
executed by two of her favourite artists: JMW Turner and August Rodin. Also on display was 
Rodin’s iconic sculpture, The Kiss (1889). Exhibited in front of a panel of mirrors, the couple 
embracing in The Kiss are endlessly reflected, reproduced and refracted in this installation 
which, Emin claims, are serialisations of “works on love.”3 Emin’s works, displayed beside 
and amongst these amatory works by Turner and Rodin, turn and return to a particular kind of 
subject: that of a reclining female figure. This repetition of a certain kind of prone female 
subject serves the artist’s purpose, which is to attempt to elaborate, by way of a ceaseless 
stamping, upon “different loves;” loves that are not only “sexual” but, rather love as a 
                                                 
1 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2000b‘Matrix. Halal(a) — Lapsus, Notes on Painting 1985-1992, fragments’. Artworking 
1985-1999. Ghent-Amsterdam: Ludion & Brussels: BOZAR-Palais des Beaux-Arts,. 10-115. 
2 Alain Badiou and Barbara Cassin, 2004, ‘Preface’ in Francis Bacon, G. Deleuze. London: Continuum, p. viii. 
3 Emin’s quotes are taken from a special edition of The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired 
Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 



thematic more broadly considered.4 Emin names these works her “Cavewoman Drawings,” 
and they seem to encode a particular kind of continuous inscribing or inscription on behalf of 
the artist on the subject of love. These works begin, Emin observes, with a certain kind of 
rejection of love but proceed through practice, through process, through inscription — by 
way of the graphic mark of neon — towards an articulation of “different kinds of love.”5  

 

 

 

In 2010, Turner Contemporary commissioned a work by Emin to be placed on Droit House, a 
small building adjacent to the new Tate site in Margate and on this occasion, the artist also 
chose neon as her medium and love as her theme.  

 

 

 

‘I Never Stopped Loving You,’ executed in pink neon, is what Turner Contemporary 
Director, Victoria Pomeroy, calls a ‘poetic love letter to her hometown.’6 Emin spent her 
formative years in Margate, a seaside town on the south coast of England which had suffered 

                                                 
4 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 
5 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 
6 Victoria Pomeroy, 2012, ‘Introduction’ in Tracey Emin at Turner Contemporary: She Lay Down Deep 
Beneath the Sea. Exhibition catalogue, p. 6. 



continual decline during recent years; a decline which saw the Victorian jewel of the sea 
descend into a tawdry, tacky, hollow version of its former glory.   

 

 

Joseph Mallord Turner, Margate Jetty, c. 1840 

 

The choice made by the Tate Galleries to locate Turner Contemporary in Margate not only 
indexed their belief in cultural and economic rejuvenation for the area, but also traced and 
celebrated the historical link between the works of Turner — displayed in the Clore Gallery, 
Tate Britain (formerly the Tate Gallery, London) — and Margate, a place which the artist 
painted and admired. Emin expresses her desire ‘put Margate back on the map. It is badly 
needed because the town is in a tragic state.’7 In this exhibition, then, we have a series of 
webs and traces, by Emin and Turner on the subject of love: love as dwelling and as return, as 
a space which both artists paint and draw, as well as a place the artist posts a love letter.  

 

The deployment of neon for the work Emin exhibited at Droit House draws our attention to 
the less salubrious recent past of Margate. Neon is the medium of the strip joint, and serves to 
remind us of the sex shops that line many coastal resorts, the but what of the choice of pink as 
a colour? Pink indexes a particularly feminine, or feminised, attention as it serves as a prompt 
to recall the ubiquity of pink, in clothes and advertising aimed at young girls and women. 
Emin’s use of pink and neon signals a certain re-appropriation and re-claiming of space, 
place, memory and history, alerting the viewer to the appropriation of woman as object, as 
cultural sign, but also as creative, painting, subject: the artist who writes and paints love. The 
neons and paintings that populate Emin’s Margate, situated alongside the erotics works by 

                                                 
7 Vanessa Thorpe, The Guardian, 27/5/12, ‘Tracey Emin's hope for Margate resurrection as seaside town wins 
grant aid.’ Available at: http://www.theguardian.com/travel/2012/may/27/margate-back-on-the-map. Accessed 
9/11/13. 

http://www.theguardian.com/travel/2012/may/27/margate-back-on-the-map


Turner and Rodin, further invite us to contemplate woman as object, cultural sign, as muse 
and as creative artist. 

 

 

Auguste Rodin, The Kiss, at Turner Contemporary 2012 

 

Joseph Mallord William Turner, Erotic Figure Studies, c.1805 

 

 

Paint, drawing, script, is what re-turns for Emin upon her return to her original place of 
dwelling and her new paintings, to quote Melvyn Bragg in the recent South Bank Show 
special, come “out of feelings, rather than an old-fashioned idea of a subject.”8 Bragg asks the 
Emin about her recent return to painting and she replies: 

 

                                                 
8 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 



... a lot of my contemporaries didn’t actually learn to paint, they went 
into just making installations, film, photography, using all kind of 
other media ... I was still hanging around the National Gallery looking 
at early Renaissance paintings, doing my sketching of altarpieces and 
things and when Freeze [art fair] was on ... and exhibitions that made 
a lot of my friends, I was in Turkey, up a mountain. I was coming 
from a completely different place.9 

 

 

 

 

Infamous for My Bed, first created in 1998 and later exhibited at the Tate Gallery in 1999 as 
one of the shortlisted works for the Turner Prize, Bragg asks Emin why she abandoned the 
project of painting and she replies:  

 

Painting was really complicated for me because I had done a painting 
course at the Royal College of Art, and when I left in 1989, I felt that 
I had failed, that I hadn’t achieved enough in painting or the practice 
of painting and I felt that I had a long way to go. So, what I did was 
that I disregarded painting, I just cut it off, I just took a leap 
somewhere else.10 

 

Emin asks us to consider her engagement with the Renaissance masters and her own struggles 
with paint as a medium. and when asked, by Bragg, about My Bed, Emin responds: 

 

Why didn’t I just paint and draw the bed, why didn’t I actually just 
show the bed? I think it is because in the 90s, there was this kind of 

                                                 
9 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 
10 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 



expectation that you could; you shouldn’t be held back by tradition, 
you should break the molds of tradition and not be afraid of other 
people and how we think we may be judged, but I did actually learn 
to paint ... and now I’ve started painting again, and using drawing, 
and using watercolours again and it is really nice just to do everything 
with my hands ...11 

 

Emin’s Margate show, is not only a return to a home space/place or a return to painting as a 
meditation on the themes of love and sex, which preoccupy her work. For she also returns to 
her failed project of painting via the Canon —Turner and Rodin — in search of painting as a 
type of process which she can now own, use, interact with. In this sense, these works by 
Emin insist their presence as a retournement de situation which details, a twist in the drama 
that we have come to know as the scene of Emin’s work, and a reversal of circumstances 
within the purported unity of her dramatic device: what we might call a “turning point.” 
However, being displayed in the aqueous stage of Margate, they are also a retournement: a 
reversal of kinds, a capsizing that encapsulates the quality of being tipped into the sea, or of 
being adrift in watery waters. 

 

 

Tracey Emin, Furniture 

 

It may come as no surprise, then, that the bed stages a return or a retournement in these 
works. But alongside the bed, now executed in paint, we also find a female figure, prone, 
arching, lifting. Images coded sexual: they are named that way. 

 

                                                 
11 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 



 

Tracey Emin, Sex 25-11-07 Sydney 

 

 

 

Joseph Mallord William Turner, Reclining Female Figure, 1830-41 

 

But these images are, Emin reminds us, also meditations on different kinds of love. 

 

 



Situated amongst Turner’s erotic nudes and Rodin’s embracing couple, what are we to make 
of these works, by Emin, on the subject of love? The familiar, prone, inviting, female figure 
is here, but she is also dreaming in her watery waters: 

 

 

Tracey Emin, Laying on Blue 

 

    

Auguste Rodin,  

Courtesan, Nude Woman Holding Up Her Thighs, Satan, Legs Spread One Hand on her Pudenda 

 

   

Joseph Mallord Turner, Figure Subject 



There is no doubt that Turner and Rodin’s sketches carry an erotic charge, an illicit thrill, but 
can we say that their works, and Emin’s Margate displays, work on the level of the erotic 
only? We can ask why Emin returns to these particular works by two great masters in search 
of her contemplation on the theme of love. Is she only recodifying the sign of woman as 
exemplary erotic object, or is there something else, that is sticky, in these works — hidden 
secrets? — from which she weaves a web of love for us, the contemporary viewer? 

 

 

Auguste Rodin, Before Creation 

 

 

 

These images of legs spread, ankles clasped, hips raised are erotic but they are, also, 
iconographically suggestive of the act of childbirth and the event of being born: both 
embodied acts/events that takes place in and of the female body. We may raise the question if 
the female body is ever entirely freed, associatively, from the semiotics of its eroticism, but 
we may equally wonder if the female body can be considered without reference to its 
reproductive potential? Childbearing is a Real event but it also an imaginary and 
phantasmatic act — in the sense that the potential for childbirth is held within the female 
body that houses a womb, but may never happen for any given female subject, whether 



childless by choice or not. Psychoanalytic theorist and artist, Bracha L. Ettinger, highlights 
the womb as a potential futurity for the female subject. However, she observes the exclusion 
or occlusion of the womb as referent, of the act of childbirth and the event of being born 
within classical psychoanalytic thought. In order to introduce female embodiment and 
embodied female acts and events into psychoanalytic language which circuits around the 
Phallus as primary signifier, Ettinger offers the Matrix as a conceptual and symbolic 
supplement that allows us to ‘focus attention on bodily specificity of the female in the 
Real.’12 The Matrix indexes the ‘womb and the prenatal phase,’ which are: 

 

… the referents to the Real to which the imaginary Matrix 
corresponds. But as a concept, the Matrix is no more — but no less — 
related to the womb than the Phallus is related to the penis. That is, 
Matrix is a symbolic concept.13 

 

Drawing on the ethical writings of Emmanuel Levinas, Ettinger flexes Levinas’s 
conceptualisation of preliminary vulnerability and misericord in Humanism of the Other 
(1974), in the direction of the Matrixial sphere that she outlines: 

 

... Hebrew word for misericord that signifies pity: Rakhamim. 
Rakhamim contains a reference to the word rekhem — uterus ... Via 
the Hebrew, Levinas points to a misericord as emotion of the 
maternal womb ... [misericord is a] ... relation of hospitality which is 
feminine by the exemplary way of the maternal womb and links 
hospitality to the absolutely future and to vulnerability: approaching 
the Other who is infinitely Other by such (womb-like?) proximity is 
traumatic the I who may thus become self-sacrificial.14 

 

Ettinger argues that misericord and vulnerability only turn sacrificial when the ‘woman-as-
feminine stands, as she does for Levinas, for absolute Otherness and infinite disappearance 
from light.’15 Thus she allows us to conceive of matrixial misericord which is non-sacrificial 
and which indexes a primary hospitality linked to futurity, by way of the “bodily specificity 
of the female in the Real.” Ushering such possibilities for re-considering the meaning-
donation of the female body into, what could be considered as, an impasse in thinking the 
embodiment and female subjectivity in contemporary thought is risky. Ettinger acknowledges 

                                                 
12 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006, ‘The Matrixial Gaze’ in Massumi, B., ed., The Matrixial Borderspace. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, p. 63. 
13 Bracha L. Ettinger, 1993, ‘Woman-Other-Thing: A Matrixial Touch’ in Elliott, D. & Ferris, P., ed., Matrix-
Borderlines. Oxford: MoMA, p. 12. 
14 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006, ‘From Proto-Ethical Compassion to Responsibility: Besidedness and the Three 
Primal Mother-Phantasies of Not-enoughness, Devouring and Abandonment in Athena (2006), 2, p. 101. 
15 Ibid. 



this, claiming that she fully aware of the ‘absurd uses to which essentialist ideology is put as 
regards the female body.’16  However, she insists that theorising the Matrix is an ‘act of 
resistance’ to the ‘phallic seizure and essentialising of women’s bodies.’17 In this, tentative, 
attempt to consider Emin’s Margate works as sites at which the erotics of the female body in 
art is re-coded, I draw on some observations by art historian and cultural theorist, Griselda 
Pollock, who observes: ‘the invisible sexual specificity of the female body has a long 
metaphorical history in western thought, both fascinating and horrifying it.’18 Certainly, there 
is an idealisation of the feminine body in the erotic works of Turner and Rodin, which are on 
display alongside Emin’s works at the Turner Contemporary exhibition: woman is the erotic 
object, par excellence. However, I suggest that Emin mines these erotic depictions in order to 
make some sense of her own embodied reality as a sexual and artistic subject as well as a 
subject meditating on the enigma of love.  

 

 

 

On the South Bank Show, when discussing the Margate exhibition, Emin tells us about a man 
who she could not be in a sexual relationship with him, because whilst she loved him, the 
love she had for him was a different kind of love. This opens the artist onto a consideration of 
these “different kinds of love” that she attempts to address, or resolve, through her artworks 
that mediate between the erotic and ... something else. To return to Ettinger, how can we 
consider “love” within a cultural and artistic economy where love as sexual eroticism is 
embodied in the figure of woman? How can we re-consider love as sexual, as erotic, but also 
as misericord: emotion of the maternal womb?   

 

In the Symposium, Plato meditates on the subject of love with reference to a woman called 
Diotima of Mantinea. Plato’s Socrates asks: 

                                                 
16 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006,‘Weaving a Woman Artist with-in the Matrixial Encounter-Event’ in Massumi, B., 
ed., The Matrixial Borderspace. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 178. 
17 Ibid, p. 179. 
18 Griselda Pollock 2004, ‘Thinking the Feminine: Aesthetic Practice as Introduction to Bracha Ettinger and the 
Concepts of Matrix and Metramorphosis’ in Theory, Culture and Society 2004: 2;5, p. 34. 



“what might Love be? Is he mortal” 

“No,” says Diotima. “What then?,” asks Socrates. 

Diotima replies: “As in the previous instances ... something in between mortal and immortal 
... He is a great spirit, Socrates. All spirits are intermediate between god and mortal” 

Socrates wonders: “What is the function of a spirit.”  

Diotima answers: “Interpreting and conveying all the passes between gods and humans: from 
humans ... spirits are many and of many kinds, and one of them is Love.” 

 

In ‘Sorcerer Love’ (1989) Luce Irigaray addresses the conceptualisation of love that arises in 
Plato’s Symposium with Diotima’s Speech. She argues that, for Diotima, love is what is ‘held 
between, what permits the passage between ignorance and knowledge If we did not, at each 
moment, have something to learn in the encounter with reality, between reality and already 
established knowledge, we would not perfect ourselves in wisdom.’19 For Irigaray, love is an 
intermediary between opposites such as ‘poverty-plenty, ignorance-wisdom, ugliness-beauty, 
dirtiness-cleanliness, death-life ... And love is a philosopher, love is philosophy. Philosophy 
[Irigaray writes], is not formal knowledge,’ it is not ‘fixed abstracted from all feeling.’20 
Rather, philosophy is the ‘search for love, love of wisdom, which one of the most beautiful 
things’ and so the philosopher is: 

 

... barefoot, going out under the stars in search of an encounter with 
reality, seeking the embrace, the acquaintance [connaissance] (co-
birthing) [(co-naissance)] of whatever gentleness of soul, beauty, 
wisdom might be found there. This incessant quest he inherits from 
his mother. He is a philosopher through his mother, an adept in 
invention through his father. But his passion for love, for beauty, for 
wisdom, comes to him from his mother, and from the date when he 
was conceived .... How is that love and the philosopher are generally 
represented otherwise? Because they are imagined as beloved and not 
as lovers. 

 

What can we say about the relationship between philosophy, love and art? Ettinger also 
draws on the figure of Diotima and explains Eros (love) as an: 

 

                                                 
19 Luce Irigaray ‘Sorcerer Love: A Reading of Plato’s Symposium, Diotima’s Speech’ in Hypatia vol. 3, no. 3 
(Winter 1989), p. 33. 
20 Ibid, p. 36. 



... intermediary, mediator, interpreter and means of communication. 
During the discussion on Eros, Diotima, uses pregnancy and birth as 
her predominant metaphors to elaborate this transformative Eros.21  

 

Where Irigaray links the love of the philosopher to the love of the philosopher’s mother, 
Ettinger asks us to consider love as a maternal Eros to be re-conceived as Beauty and hence 
to, what she terms, an ‘aesthetical principle’ that ‘eludes the plane of representation and also 
establishes it.’22 Ettinger explains that for Diotima “Eros is birth in something beautiful” and 
she ‘does not hand over the secret of the eminence of erotic potential realized in observing 
supreme beauty,’ rather: 

 

Beauty, fate and destiny and the pains of labour are interlaced in an 
instant of observation and the mystical union rooted in Eros. Here the 
decreed encounters the incidental in pain, within the erotic wisdom of 
Beauty that pulsates through the event ... sensing, perceiving and even 
Beauty doesn’t mean representing and representation. In 
psychoanalysis it informs the ethical by way of self -fragilization in 
com-passion.23 

 

Eros here is conceived as the mediator that reveals the Beauty of the emergence into life: the 
feminine “secret” that is constitutive of the subject. This Eros flexes aesthetics in the 
direction of the ethical because ‘Beauty’ is the ‘last barrier from the knowledge of non-life as 
pre-birth.’24 For Ettinger, maternal Eros is not motherly love as such, but rather the non-
conscious affect of having being co-birthed alongside an unknown other that she terms the 
m/Other. The enigmatic co-emergence into life that takes place in the late intrauterine 
encounter between, what Ettinger terms, becoming-mother and becoming-subject/infant 
indexes a:  

 

… shareable dimension of subjectivity in which elements that discern 
one another … without knowing each other, co-emerge and co-inhabit 
a joint space, without fusion and without rejection.25  

                                                 
21 Griselda Pollock 2009, ‘Mother Trouble: The Maternal Feminine in Phallic and Feminist Theory in Relation 
to Bracha Ettinger’s Elaboration of Matrixial Ethics/Aesthetics’ in Studies in the Maternal 1 (1) 2009. [online]. 
Available at www.mamsie.bbk.ac.uk. Accessed 19/3/12, p. 26. 
22 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2007, ‘Diotima and the Matrixial Transference: Psychoanalytical Encounter-Event as 
Pregnancy in Beauty’ in van der Merwe, C.N. & Viljoed, H., ed., Across the Threshold: Explorations of 
Liminality in Literature. New York: Peter Lang and Potchefstroom. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2011, ‘Uncanny Awe, Uncanny Compassion and Matrixial Transjectivity beyond 
Uncanny Anxiety’ in FLS Psychoanalysis in French and Francophone Literature and Film, Vol. XXXVIII. 
Amsterdam and New York: Editions Rodopi B.V., p. 3. 
25 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006, ‘Transcryptum: Memory Tracing In/For/With the Other’ in MASSUMI, B., ed., The 
Matrixial Borderspace. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 



And, for Ettinger, the artist has the capacity to bypass the screen of originary repression that 
surround the primal scene and thread the ‘mystery of the creative process’ into the Symbolic 
universe.26 She writes: 

 

Artists continually introduce into culture all kinds of Trojan horses 
from the margins of their consciousness: in that way the limits of the 
Symbolic are transgressed all the time by art. It is quite possible that 
many artworks carry subjective traces by their creators, but the 
specificity of works of art is that their materiality cannot be detached 
from ideas, perceptions, emptions, consciousness, cultural meaning 
and that being interpreted and reinterpreted is their cultural destiny. 
This is one of the reasons why art is symbologenic.27 

 

In making such claims, Ettinger acknowledges, yet journeys past Irigaray’s suggestion in ‘To 
Paint the Invisible,’ that painting is an attempted reaching for ‘...  a fleshly or carnal seeing 
and thinking, a way of seeing and thinking which obeys an other logic than the traditional 
Western logic.’28 For Ettinger: 

 

The artist in the matrixial dimension is a wit(h)ness with-out event in 
compassionate witnessing. The viewer, and this partially includes the 
artist in his or her unconscious viewer position, is the wit(h)ness par 
excellence. The viewer will embrace traces of the event while 
transforming them ... Beyond representation, s/he is carried by an 
event that s/he did not necessarily experience, and through the 
matrixial web an unexpected transformation and reaction to that event 
arises. That is why, I believe, aesthetic production already carries 
ethical aspects, even without the artist’s consideration or will. Since it 
is not an intended message or particular theme, the potential 
embracing of the memory of oblivion cannot “just” be aesthetic. 
Perhaps the idea of wit(h)ness-Thing is leading us towards a 
transformation of the scope of aesthetics itself.29 

 

Via the artwork, Ettinger suggests, it is possible to witness or, to use her term, wit(h)ness an 
event that had no witness: the immemorial, yet affective, emergence into life. As she makes 
clear, this event is beyond representation in the sense that it cannot be directly transcribed or 
transposed into the domain of representation. Rather, the artist’s gesture, ‘with or without the 

                                                 
26 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006, ‘The Matrixial Gaze’ in Massumi, B., ed., The Matrixial Borderspace. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, p. 83. 
27 Ettinger, B. L., 1992, ‘Matrix and Metramorphosis’ in Differences 4, 176-208, p. 196. 
28 Luce Irigaray ‘To Paint the Invisible’ in Continental Philosophy Review, 2004, 37:389-405 
29 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006, ‘Wit(h)nessing Trauma and the Matrixial Gaze’ in Masumi, B., ed., The Matrixial 
Borderspace. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 149. 



artist’s consideration or will’ may enable the passage of an “unintended” message from the 
Real into the Symbolic. As this passage may happen without the artist’s will or consideration, 
then the message that is delivered does not evoke a particular theme, but rather gains 
expression in a combination of the artistic gesture and the symbols that s/he employs in his or 
her work.  

 

Thus the work of the artist, or “Artworking” as Ettinger calls it, brings aesthetics closer to the 
realm of the ethical as via what she entitles a “matrixial sublimation” artistic process and the 
aesthetic encounter with the artwork enables a transmission between the aesthetical and 
proto-ethical spheres, where: 

 

... from one matrixial relation to another, passing through different 
partial-subjects beyond the present in space or time a non-I may 
become, beyond present-ability, an indirect witness to the trauma of 
the other. Through the matrix via sublimation there arises, in the 
aesthetic realm, co-response-ability to “events without a witness.” 30  

 

I am reminded of the comments by Emin that I noted earlier; ‘now I’ve started painting again, 
and using drawing, and using watercolours again and it is really nice just to do everything 
with my hands ...31 In his book on Francis Bacon (1981), Gilles Deleuze notes that in 
describing: 
 

... the relationship of the eye and the hand, and the values through 
which this relation passes, it is obviously not enough to say that the 
eye judges and the hands execute. The relationship between the hands 
and the eye is infinitely richer, passing through dynamic tensions, 
logical reversals, and organic exchanges and substitutions’ (2004, p. 
154) 

 

This relationship between the eye and the hand opens onto what Deleuze describes as a the 
“haptic”: the tactile-optical space in which: 

 

...there is no longer a strict subordination in either direction, either a 
relaxed subordination or a virtual connection, but when sight 
discovers in itself a specific function of touch that is uniquely its own, 
distinct from its optical function (2004, p. 155) 

                                                 
30 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2006, ‘The Matrixial Gaze’ in Massumi, B., ed., The Matrixial Borderspace. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, p. 67-68. 
31 From The South Bank Show, ‘Brit Art – Painting is Back,’ aired Thursday May 23, 9.30-10.30pm, Sky Arts 1. 



Thus opening onto an inclusive interrogation into this relationship between the eye and the 
touch, as well as the hierarchy of metaphysical categories in which there is a subordination of 
one sense to the other. In so doing, Deleuze asks us to consider the unique function of touch 
when it is not subordinate to sight, but rather can be considered within an expanded 
framework of sensory experience whereby the representative function is not privileged over 
and above the tactile properties of touch. We are asked to consider these senses of sight and 
touch in tandem with hand that makes the mark.  

 

How are we to consider the haptic intertwined with the optic? The body of the artist entwined 
with the artwork? In what way can we negotiate with all these multiplicities of dynamic 
layers at which the artwork operates? 

 

 

Bracha L. Ettinger, Eurydice no. 13 

 

Griselda Pollock reminds us that art makes us think and ‘What we can think’ is ‘what we can 
know,’ because ‘What is unthinkable ... remains unknowable.’32 Ettinger has spent many 
years painting many things, but also elaborating invisible feminine specificity into her 
artworks. An impure composite-hybrid of practice and theory, a radically creative 
‘conjunction of the aesthetical, the political and the ethical’ Ettinger’s paintings precisely 
challenges the domains of the thinkable and the knowable.33  

                                                 
3232 Griselda Pollock, 2008, ‘Does Art Think? How Can we Think the Feminine, Aesthetically?’ in Arnold, D., 
& Iverson, M., ed., Art and Thought. Oxford: Blackwell, p. 132. 
33 Griselda Pollock, 2004, ‘Thinking the Feminine: Aesthetic Practice as Introduction to Bracha Ettinger and the 
Concepts of Matrix and Metramorphosis’ in Theory, Culture and Society 2004: 2;5, p. 18. 



In considering the theory elaborated by Ettinger, it is essential to note that she claims that that 
the seeds of her theoretical writings emerge from her artistic process; a process she has 
named “artworking:” 

 

... my theoretical writing stem [sic] from my practice as artist and as 
psychoanalyst, so at a certain moment it was important to put this 
together and reveal the source where the theoretical articulations start 
from, which was always the theoretical practice and the artistic 
practice.34 

 

Ettinger, an artist before she was a theorist, observes that she took notes of painting-thoughts 
that emerge from this process as practice which is artworking: 

 

... for many years, I just took these notes, writing them down 
alongside my paintings, and I thought very little about them. They 
were written in books, on torn papers, on anything I had around, and I 
didn’t try to make sense of them. It was just a side practice alongside 
the other practice; some words appeared and I wanted to note them 
[…]   some lines, words, and fragments of sentences ... appear around 
the painting ... I paint, and some ideas emerge as the residue of 
painting and I do not know if they are also artworking or just traces or 
leftovers.35  

 

Ettinger draws our attention to a more imbricated, composite, hybrid relation between 
practice and theory – a dynamic relation in which theory and art practice cannot be 
considered as distinct disciplines performing a melancholic mourning, one for the other. Nor 
are the artwork and theory placed in an instrumental relation with each other. Rather, theory, 
philosophy, and art are in a covenantal relation with one another. The artwork, for Ettinger, 
permits the passage of non-cognised knowledge into the realm of symbology. As her 
theoretical writings stem from her art practice, she observes: 

 

The most graceful moments in the covenant between art and theory 
occur when theoretical elements, only indirectly or partly intended for 
particular works of art, and visual elements which refuse theory, 
collide. In doing so, they transform the borderline between the two 

                                                 
34 ‘Psychoanalysis and Matrixial Subjectivity,’ lecture addressed to the students of the European Graduate 
School in 2007. Available at http://www.egs.edu/faculty/bracha-ettinger/videos/psychoanalysis-matrixial-
borderspace/. Accessed 16 February 2012.  
35 Bracha L. Ettinger, 2001, ‘Matrixial Gaze and Screen: Other Than Phallic and Beyond the Late Lacan’ in 
DOYLE, L., ed., Bodies of Resistance. Illinois: Northwestern University Press, p. 37. 

http://www.egs.edu/faculty/bracha-ettinger/videos/psychoanalysis-matrixial-borderspace/
http://www.egs.edu/faculty/bracha-ettinger/videos/psychoanalysis-matrixial-borderspace/


domains so that art is momentarily touched by theory while theory 
takes on a new meaning (Ettinger, 1993a, p. 38). 
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In this covenental relation between art practice and theory, both domains remain receptive to 
transformation by and from each other. In this way, practice can be become an aesthetically 
reflexive threshold whereby the aesthetic meets the scriptural in an extraordinary way via a 
certain ethical relationality and distance between the seen, the felt and the thought. As such, 
we can consider an intimacy between art practice, process and the aesthetics of viewing in 
which it is possible to countenance the possibility that artworks usher an invitation for a co-
responding wit(h)nessing. A witnessing together that indexes the in-between of the aesthetic 
domain, that creates an entente — as poetic continuum/intermediary —between art, love and 
philosophy as a re-approach to the notions of maternal Eros and misercordiality that Ettinger 
elaborates.  

 

Painting is silent poetry, 
And poetry is painting that speaks 

 
Simonides of Ceos 

 

 

In order to return to Tracey Emin’s drawings and paintings on the theme of love, I wish to 
acknowledge some words by Ettinger, from Matrix Halal(a) — Lapsus, Notes on Painting: 

 

‘The hand is another thought’ 



‘Painting as knowing’ 
‘brain of the hand’ 

‘wisdom of the hand’s brain that lives in the space of the painting’ 
 

Bracha L. Ettinger, Matrix Halal(a) — Lapsus, Notes on Painting, 
1985-1992, fragments, 2000 

 

The process of making art can be considered as a means by which transgressive affects from 
the primal scene may bypass the screen of originary repression through the non-conscious 
“wisdom” of the artist’s gesture, the brain of the hand, an affective knowledge is born in the 
artwork. In this way, as with Pollock’s claim that art is a form of/for aesthetic thinking, the 
enigmatic secrets of the pre-birth domain may arise on and be ushered into the horizon of 
consciousness. And it is in this way that we can begin to think art and artistic process as a 
poetic aesthetics that is also a modality of “meaning-making:” a practice that announces a 
knowledge of co-becoming into the flesh of the world. In this sense, the flesh of the world 
exists before us, we are born into its touch, but we touch that flesh, as it touches us: the 
painting is flesh of the world too. Do Emin’s Margate works, placed in that particularly 
intimate yet capacious space/place of the gallery, alongside those works of Turner and Rodin, 
create a space of encounter whereby we are called upon to meditate on the theme of love and 
the artwork as a practice in/off love?  

 

These last words are from an unpublished text by Bracha Ettinger, which she shared with me 
yesterday. The text is entitled ‘Entangled Aerials of the Psyche: With Sylvia Plath and Dahlia 
Rabikovitch’ and will be published in the Journal of English Studies in Canada Issue 40:1, a 
special edition on ‘Hysteria’ scheduled for March 2014: 

 

... the desire related to the aesthetic core flourishes in and with the 
maternal-feminine Eros. No matter what characterises this aesthetic 
modality, it is interwoven with-in the primal capacity to trust and 
wonder ... the time has come to humanise the maternal shocks. Turn 
to painting, turn to art, turn to poetry ... A human subject is necessary 
for art, art is necessary for rethinking the human and a subject is 
necessary for rethinking Ethics. 

 

There is more, so much more, that I could say, would say, about art and aesthetics as Love. 
More also, to say about Emin’s paintings on the theme of love as well as her other works 
which address the maternal shocks — shocks in and of the Real of the body — but for now, I 
simply offer my thoughts as sketches on Emin and Ettinger’s works of art, as painting which 
proffer a space/place in which to contemplate Love.   


