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SENSATION. THE EARTH, A PEOPLE, ART 

Art reminds us of states of animal vigor; it is on the one hand 
an excess and overflow of blooming physicality into the world 
of images and desires; on the other, an excitation of the animal 
functions through the images and desires of an intensified life— 
an enhancement of the feeling of life, a stimulant to it. 

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, 
THE WILL TO POWER 

ART AND THE ANIMAL 

Art is of the animal. It comes, not from reason, recognition, in
telligence, not from a uniquely human sensibility, or from any of 
man's higher accomplishments, but from something excessive, un
predictable, lowly. What is most artistic in us is that which is the 
most bestial. Art comes from the excess, in the world, in objects, 
in living things, that enables them to be more than they are, to 
give more than themselves, their material properties and qualities, 
their possible uses, than is self-evident. Art is the consequence of 
that excess, that energy or force, that puts life at risk for the sake 
of intensification, for the sake of sensation itself—not simply for 
pleasure or for sexuality, as psychoanalysis suggests—but for what 
can be magnified, intensified, for what is more, through which cre
ation, risk, innovation are undertaken for their own sake, for how 
and what they may intensify. 

Psychoanalysis has the relations between art and sexuality at 
least half-right. Art is connected to sexual energies and impulses, 
to a common impulse for more. But, for Freudian psychoanaly-



sis, sexuality transforms or converts itself into art only through 
representation, through the transformation of an organ-oriented 
libido into the energy of creative material production: art is the 
expression of a sublimated sexual impulse, an impulse that must 
be renounced if it is to gain some partial satisfaction.1 This ca
pacity for displacement, for transferring sexual intensity or libido 
into desexualized or sublimated creative activities is, for Freud, a 
uniquely human capacity, the result of the untethering of the drive 
from a seasonally regulated sexuality, that is, the drive's capacity, 
through vicissitudes, to transform itself into something nonsexual.2 

It is only the sexual drive, not sexual instincts, that can be deflected 
into nonsexual aims.3 It will my claim here that it is not exactly 
true that art is a consequence of the excesses that sexuality or the 
sexual drive poses, for it may be that sexuality itself needs to func
tion artistically to be adequately sexual, adequately creative, that 
sexuality (as neither drive nor instinct but rather the alignment of 
bodies and practices with other bodies or with parts of one's own 

i . I have outlined Freud's account of art and the special relation he posits be
tween repressed homosexuality and creative sublimation in Grosz 2001a. 

2. For Freud, sublimation is the capacity for exchanging a sexual for a desexual
ized aim that "consists in the sexual trend abandoning its aim of obtaining a compo
nent or a reproductive pleasure and taking on another which is related genetically to 
the abandoned one but is itself no longer sexual and must be described as social. We 
call this process 'sublimation,' in accordance with the general estimate that places 
social aims higher than sexual ones, which are at bottom self-interested. Sublima
tion is, incidentally, only a special case in which sexual trends are attached to other, 
non-sexual ones" (Freud 1917:345). 

3. "The sexual instinct . . . is probably more strongly developed in man than 
in most of the higher animals; it is certainly more constant, since it has almost en
tirely overcome the periodicity to which it is tied in animals. It places extraordinaly 
large amounts of force at the disposal of civilized activity, and it does this in vir
tue of its especially marked characteristic of being able to displace its aim without 
materially diminishing in intensity. This capacity to exchange its originally sexual 
aim for another one, which is no longer sexual but which is psychically related 
to the first aim, is called the capacity for sublimation. In contrast to this displace-
ability, in which its value for civilization lies, the sexual instinct may also exhibit a 
particularly obstinate fixation which renders it unserviceable and which sometimes 
causes it to degenerate into what are described as abnormalities" (Freud 1908:187). 
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body) needs to harness excessiveness and invention to function 
at all. 

There is an involuted and oblique relation between the energies 
of sexual selection (rather than, as for Freud, sexual satisfaction 
or orgasmic release), the attraction to and possible attainment of 
sexual (though not necessarily copulative) partners4—human and 
otherwise—and the forces and energies of artistic production and 
consumption. Art is of the animal to the extent that creation, the 
attainment of new goals not directly defined through the useful, is 
at its core. It will be my task to elaborate a genealogy of the visual 
and plastic arts that refuses to reduce art to the forces and effects 
of natural selection but links them instead to the excessive expen
ditures involved in sexual selection. 

For Darwin himself, as opposed to his Spencerian and neo-
Darwinian successors,5 the living being is "artistic" to the extent 
that its body or products have within them something that attracts 
or entices not only members of the opposite sex but also members 
of the same sex and members of different species. For Darwin, this 

4. For Darwin it is quite clear that not all members of any species need to re
produce. There is a high biological tolerance for a percentage of each group not 
reproducing, with no particular detriment to that group and indeed some major 
advantages: "Selection has been applied to the family, and not to the individual, for 
the sake of gaining serviceable ends. Hence we may conclude that slight modification 
of structure or of instinct, correlated with the sterile condition of certain members of 
the community, have proved advantageous: consequently the fertile males and fe
males have flourished, and transmitted to their fertile offspring a tendency to pro
duce sterile members with the same modification" (Darwin 1996:354). Although 
Darwin, of course, has no specific discussion of homosexuality, it seems clear that his 
discussion of sterile or noncopulative members of animal communities could provide 
an account of the productive rather than counterproductive role of homosexuality, 
which in sociobiological circles has tended to be regarded as a disadvantage unless it 
can be somehow tied to social altruism or the handing of genetic advantages to one's 
near relatives rather than one's offspring. Homosexuality is one of the many varia
tions within species that enable them to be fit and/or attractive to others in ways that 
are unpredictable in advance. In other words, it is not clear that the homophobia 
that infects much of sociobiology can justify itself through Darwin's own writings. 

5.1 have in mind here the works of some of the most well-known neo-Darwinists, 
among them Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins, and £. O. Wilson. 
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attraction is largely but not exclusively heterosexual, usually di
rected to members of the opposite sex, though it invariably entails 
some bodily intensification or magnification of sexually specific 
characteristics. Sexual differences are morphological or bodily dif
ferences, differences that can be discerned and used systematically 
to differentiate between one type of body and another. Sexual selec
tion magnifies and highlights these morphological differences and 
transformations—those differences that attract or appeal are more 
likely to be selected and incorporated into successive generations, 
which are more likely to differ further from each other—that en
hance the body's sexual appeal. This calling to attention, this mak
ing of one's own body into a spectacle, this highly elaborate display 
of attractors, involves intensification. Not only are organs on dis
play engorged, intensified, puffed up, but the organs that perceive 
them—ears, eyes, nose—are also filled with intensity, resonating 
with colors, sounds, smells, shapes, rhythms.6 

This may be why Darwin claims some species of salmon, trout, 
perch, and stickleback change their color during the breeding sea
son, transforming from drab to iridescent and back seasonally, de-

6. Lingis has spent considerable effort discussing the powerful effects of "organs 
to be looked at," which function well beyond the logic of natural selection: the most 
spectacular fish often live at depths where either they or their predators are blind or 
operate through other senses than vision. This makes it clear that there is an excess, 
left over from or in addition to the needs of survival, a morphological capacity for 
intensifying bodies and functions that does not operate only or primarily in terms of 
an external (predatory?) observer: "The color-blind octopus vulgaris controls with 
twenty nervous systems the two to three million chromatophores, iridophores and 
leucophores fitted in its skin; only fifteen of these have been correlated with camou
flage or emotional states. At rest in its lair, its skin invents continuous light shows. 
The sparked and streaked coral fish school and scatter as a surge of life dominated 
by a compulsion for exhibition, spectacle, parade. . . . The most artful blended pig
ments the deep has to show are inside the shells of abelones [s/c], inside the bones 
of parrotfish, on the backs of living cones, where the very abelones [sic] and par-
rotfish and cones themselves shall never see them. The most ornate skins are on the 
nudibrachia, blind sea slugs. In the marine abysses, five or six miles below the last 
blue rays of the light, the fish and the crabs, almost all of them blind, illuminate their 
lustrous colors with their own bioluminescence, for no witness" (Lingis 1984:8-9). 
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pending on their sex.7 This is not simply a functional coloring that 
acts as camouflage, protecting fish from predation. Konrad Lorenz 
has suggested that this spectacular coloring may act as a form of 
aggression, the vivid and unambiguous marking of territory. In 
other words, for Lorenz and other neo-Darwinists, this excess is 
not really excessive: it is the bodily expression of something like 
a territorial imperative, a key element in the struggle for survival, 
that is, in natural selection. These beautifully striking and provoca
tive colors, shapes, organs, act, for Lorenz, as territorial posters or 
placards of possession, markers that function to scare rivals and 
defend territory. In being rendered functional, however, all excess 
and redundancy are eliminated; sexual selection is reduced to natu
ral selection. Lorenz argues that the four great biological drives— 
hunger, sex, fear, and aggression—must each be understood in 
terms of natural selection alone. Like other neo-Darwinians, he re
duces sexual selection to natural selection, thereby simplifying and 
rendering evolution monodirectional, regulated only by the selec
tion of randomly acquired characteristics and not by the unpredict
able vagaries of taste and pleasure that sexual selection entails. 

7. Darwin discusses in extensive detail the transformations in coloring in vari
ous species, ranging from birds to reptiles and fish, which undergo seasonal color 
changes that intensify their appeal for the opposite sex. In the case of the stickleback, 
for example, a fish that can be described as "beautiful beyond description," Darwin 
quotes Warington: "The back and eyes of the female are simply brown, and the belly 
white. The eyes of the male, on the other hand, are "of the most splendid green, hav
ing a metallic lustre like the green feathers of some humming-birds. The throat and 
belly are of a bright crimson, the back of an ashy-green, and the whole fish appears 
as though it were somewhat translucent and glowed with an internal incandescence. 
And after the breeding-season these colours all change, the throat and belly become 
of a pale red, the back more green, and the glowing tints subside. That with fishes 
there exists some close relation between their colours and their sexual functions we 
can clearly see;—firstly, from the adult males of certain species being differently co
loured from the females, and often much more brilliantly;—secondly, from these 
same males, whilst immature, resembling the mature females;—and lastly, from the 
males, even of those species which at all other times of the year are identical in co
lour with the females, often acquiring brilliant tints during the spawning-season" 
(Darwin 1981, book 2:14-15). 
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For Darwin himself, however, these markings, which he ac
knowledges may serve aggressive functions, are not the conditions 
of territoriality but the raw materials of sexual selection, excesses 
that are produced and explored for no reason other than their pos
sibilities for intensification, their appeal.8 

Many battles between rivalrous males fought apparently over 
territory are in fact undertaken, in Darwin's opinion, primarily to 
attract the attention of females who may otherwise remain indiffer
ent to male display. In the case of battling birds, many territorial 
struggles are primarily theatrical, staged, a performance of the body 
at its most splendid and appealing, rather than a real battle with 
its attendant risks and dangers: in the case of the Tetrao umbellus, 
more commonly known as the ruffed grouse, the battles between 
males "are all a sham, performed to show themselves to the greatest 
advantage before the admiring females who assemble around; for I 
have never been able to find a maimed hero, and seldom more than 
a broken feather" (1981, book 2:50). Ornamental display occurs 
in the most successful and aggressive males, yet even those males 
who are most successful at fending off predators and rivals are not 
always guaranteed to attract the attention of a possible partner. It 
is not clear that the skills the male displays are those that attract 
females, even if they are successful in various battling spectacles. 

Although beauty of all kinds is displayed, this beauty puts the 
creature in some kind of potential danger, it has a cost, even if it is 
not the cost of real battle but of becoming more visible or audible, 
more noticeable to predators as well as suitors: "Even well-armed 
males, who, it might have been thought, would have altogether 
depended for success on the law of battle, are in most cases highly 

8. Darwin argues that although it is possible that the brilliant coloring of fish 
may serve to protect them from predators, as Lorenz (and Huxley) claim, it is more 
likely that it makes them more vulnerable to predators, which tends to affirm their 
function as sexual lures more than as aggressive placards or banners: uIt is possible 
that certain fishes may have been rendered conspicuous in order to warn birds and 
beasts of prey (as explained when treating of caterpillars) that they were unpalatable; 
but it is not, I believe, known that any fish, at least any fresh-water fish, is rejected 
from being distasteful to fish-devouring animals" (Darwin 1981, book 2:17-18). 
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ornamented; and their ornaments have been acquired at the ex
pense of some loss of power. In other cases, ornaments have been 
acquired at the cost of increased risk from birds and beasts of prey" 
(Darwin 1981, book 2:123). Nor can the defense of territory be 
identified with sexual success, which operates according to differ
ent criteria. Sexual selection, as Darwin has made clear, imperils 
as much—and perhaps to the same degrees—as it attracts. As we 
shall see, however, territoriality is indeed bound up with the pro
duction of intensities, that is, with sexual and artistic production, 
the creation of rhythmical or vibrational qualities, but not as pre
condition; rather, territory functions as an effect of erotic intensi
fication.9 Territory is produced, made possible, when something, 
some property or quality, can be detached from its place within a 
regime of natural selection and made to have a life of its own, to 
resonate, just for itself. Territory is artistic, the consequence of love 
not war, of seduction not defense, of sexual selection not natural 
selection. 

Are animals artistic? Certainly, if by that we understand that they 
intensify sensation (including the sensations of their human observ-

9. As Deleuze and Guattari suggest, it is not the mark that is formed to protect a 
preexisting territory, as Lorenz implies, but rather it is the mark that creates territo
ry, for territory itself presumes art! "[In Lorenz's account] a territorial animal would 
direct its aggression, starting at the point where that instinct became intraspecific, 
was turned against the animal's own kind. A territorial animal would direct its ag
gressiveness against members of its own species; the species would gain the selective 
advantage of distributing its members throughout a space where each would have its 
own place. This ambiguous thesis, which has dangerous political overtones, seems 
to us to have little foundation. It is obvious that the function of aggression changes 
when it becomes intraspecific. But this reorganization of the function, rather than 
explaining territory, presuppose it. There are numerous reorganizations within the 
territory, which also affects sexuality, hunting, e tc . . . . The T factor, the territorializ
ing factor, must be sought elsewhere; precisely in the becoming-expressive of rhythm 
or melody, in other words, in the emergence of proper qualities (color, odor, sound, 
silhouette . . . ) . Can this becoming, this emergence, be called Art? That would make 
territory a result of art. The artist: the first person to set out a boundary stone, or to 
make a mark. Property, collective or individual, is derived from that, even when it is 
in the service of war and oppression. Property is fundamentally artistic because art is 
fundamentally poster, placard9* (Deleuze and Guattari 1987:316). 
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ers), that they enjoy this intensification, and that it entails a provi
sional stability such as the constitution of a territory implies. This 
animal-intensification is artistic even if it is not yet composed, not 
yet art (it is refrainlike): and, further, it provides the marks, the em
blems, the very qualities by which a composed art becomes possible. 
Art is of the animal precisely to the degree that sexuality is artistic. 

SENSATION AND THE PLANE OF COMPOSITION 

Painting raises a series of questions that are unique, specific to its 
own history and materials. Like each of the arts, painting addresses 
problems about the relations between the body and the earth, be
tween corporeal and terrestrial forces, but each does so in its own 
way, with its own materials, its own techniques, forms, and quali
ties, and each does so in light of the contributions of all the earlier 
forms of that art (and of all other arts). This field, the condition of 
actuality for the production and reception of artwork, we might 
understand, following Deleuze and Guattari, as the plane of com
position. The plane of composition is the field, the plane, of all 
artworks, all genres, all types of art, the totality of all the various 
forms of artistic production in no particular order or organization, 
that which is indirectly addressed and transformed through each 
work of art. 

Deleuze and Guattari affirm the plane of composition as the col
lective condition of art making: it contains all works of art, not 
specifically historically laid out, but all the events in the history of 
art, all the transformations, "styles," norms, ideals, techniques, and 
upheavals, insofar as they influence and express each other. The 
plane of composition is not a literal plane (otherwise it itself would 
have to be composed) but a decentered spatiotemporal "organiza
tion," a loose network of works, techniques, and qualities, within 
which all particular works of art must be located in order for them 
to constitute art. These works do not require recognition as such; 
they do not require any form of judgment to assess their quality 
or relative value: they simply need to exist as art objects. It is this 
common location, the common (yet incorporeal) context all art-

SENSATION. THE EARTH, A PEOPLE, ART 70 



works share, that enables art to be assessed in whatever ways it is 
and allows art objects to refer to, incorporate, digest, contest, and 
transform each other. There is no common quality artworks must 
have, not even within any particular art form: but the capacity that 
all artworks have to be located within a milieu of other artworks— 
even as upheaval and innovation—means that they are constituted 
not through intentionality but through the work itself, through its 
capacity to be connected to, or severed from, other works. 

All works of art share something in common, whatever else may 
distinguish different forms, genres, and techniques from each other: 
they are all composed of blocks materiality becoming-sensation.10 

Art is what intensifies, produces sensations, and uses them to inten
sify bodies. Whatever materials compose them, works of art monu
mentalize neither events nor persons, materials nor forms, only sen
sations: "The work of art is a being of sensation and nothing else" 
(1994:164). Does this mean that works of art exist only to the extent 
that they are sensed, perceived? Are such works reliant on external 
observers to sense them? Not at all: the sensations produced are not 
the sensations of a subject, but sensation in itself, sensation as eter
nal, as monument. Sensation is that which is transmitted from the 
force of an event to the nervous system of a living being and from 
the actions of this being back onto the world itself. 

Deleuze draws on and transforms the writings of Erwin Straus 
and Henri Maldiney regarding the role of sensation in the visual 
arts. Although Straus, for example, develops a largely phenomeno-
logical understanding of sensation—sensation as that which the 
sensing subject shares in common with a sensed object, sensation as 
a two-sided phenomenon in which one side faces the world of ob
jects and the other side faces the world of lived experience. Straus's 
argument, in brief, is that the primary world given by the senses is 
what preexists the formation of the subject and its sharp separa
tion from the object and what the subject shares in common with 
animal life, a being-with-the-world in which sensation is aligned 
with the body's capacity for movement. 

10. Colebrook provides an illuminating analysis of the status of sensation in 
Deleuze's work (2006:94ft). 
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Before space and time are oriented by coordinates, abstract po
sitions, measurements, they coexist with and are defined by the 
body's here and now. Sensation thus includes not only the perceiv
ing body but also the Umwelt in which the body moves through 
an ever changing horizon. Sensation is neither in the world nor in 
the subject but is the relation of unfolding of the one for the other 
through a body created at their interface (see Straus 202). Percep
tion is thus, for Straus (as for Bergson), linked to the establishment 
of coordinates and abstract regularities, while sensation is that 
which cannot be mapped or completed, always in the process of 
becoming something else. 

Straus illustrates the distinction between perception and sensation 
in terms of the opposition between geography and landscape. Geog
raphy is the space of the map, that which is regulated by measurable 
abstract coordinates, what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as striated 
or sedentary space, a space whose location or region is abstracted 
from its lived qualities.11 Landscape, by contrast is that space re
vealed by sensation, which has no fixed coordinates but transforms 
and moves as a body passes through it. Landscape art has, for Straus, 
the peculiar possibility of making visible that which sensation senses 
of the invisible: "Landscape painting does not depict what we see, 
i.e., what we notice when looking at a place, but—the paradox is 
unavoidable—it makes visible the invisible, although it be some
thing far removed. Great landscapes all have a visionary character. 
Such vision is of the invisible becoming visible" (Straus 322). 

Deleuze rapidly "materializes" Straus's concept. He differs from 
Straus's more directly phenomenological reading by insisting that the 
subject side or face of sensation cannot be identified with the phe
nomenological subject of lived experience, but must be understood 
in terms of the neurological and physiological subject of action and 
passion, and the object side or face is not a pure thing-in-itself but 
a complex event with its own forms of singularity or individuality, 
however impersonal. Sensation is that which is transmitted from the 

11. See plateau 14, "1440: The Smooth and the Striated" (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987). 
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force of an event to the nervous system of a living being and from 
the actions of this being back onto events.11 

Sensation is the zone of indeterminacy between subject and ob
ject, the bloc that erupts from the encounter of the one with the 
other. Sensation impacts the body, not through the brain, not 
through representations, signs, images, or fantasies, but directly, on 
the body's own internal forces, on cells, organs, the nervous system. 
Sensation requires no mediation or translation. It is not representa
tion, sign, symbol, but force, energy, rhythm, resonance.13 Sensation 
lives, not in the body of perceivers, subjects, but in the body of the 
artwork. Art is how the body senses most directly, with, ironically, 
the least representational mediation, for art is of the body, for it is 
only art that draws the body into sensations never experienced be
fore, perhaps not capable of being experienced in any other way, 
the sunflower-sensations that only Van Gogh's work conjures, the 
"appleyness of the apple" in Cezanne,14 the "Rembrandt-universe" 
(177) of affects or the meat-sensations that underlies flesh in Bacon. 
Sensation draws us, living beings of all kinds, into the artwork in a 
strange becoming in which the living being empties itself of its inte
rior to be filled with the sensation of that work alone. 

Just as we perceive objects where they are, in space, and we re-

12. "Sensation is the opposite of the facile and the ready-made, the cliche, but also 
of the 'sensational,' the spontaneous, etc. Sensation has one face turned toward the 
subject (the nervous system, vital movement, *instinct,' temperament'—a whole vo
cabulary common to both Naturalism and Cezanne), and one face turned toward the 
object (the 'fact,' the place, the event). Or rather, it has no faces at all, it is both things 
indissolubly, it is Being-in-the-world as the phenomenologists say: at one and the 
same time I become in the sensation and something happens through the sensation, 
one through the other, one in the other. And at the limit, it is the same body that, being 
both subject and object, gives and receives the sensation. As a spectator, I experience 
the sensation only by entering the painting, by reaching the unity of the sensing and 
the sensed" (Deleuze 2003:31). 

13. Simon O'Sullivan's recent (2006) text insists on the anti and nonrepresenta-
tional status of Deleuze and Guattari's understanding of the arts, an emphasis that 
seems to me perfectly appropriate in understanding their unique contributions to art 
history and interpretation. 

14. In D. H. Lawrence's words, quoted in Deleuze 2003:23. 
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member events where they are, in the past, that is, just as space and 
time are not in us, as Bergson reminds us,15 so sensation is not in 
us either. We are in it whenever we sense, and it brings us to where 
sensation occurs, in the artwork itself. Sensation draws us, living 
beings of all kinds, into the artwork in a strange becoming in which 
the living being empties itself of its interior to be filled with the sen
sation of that work alone: "Color is in the body, sensation is what 
is painted. What is painted on the canvas is the body, not insofar 
as it is represented as an object, but insofar as it is experienced as 
sustaining this sensation" (Deleuze 2003:32). 

The artwork is a compound of sensation. It is not a single or 
found sensation (even if the object is a ready-made, as in Duch-
amp), for then it would remain what it is, a changing, transform
ing, useful, or insignificant object. The artwork is a compound of 
sensations, composed sensations, sensations composed through 
materials in their particularity. Sensations are not colored, shaped, 
formed in the artwork, but through the artwork are coloring, shap
ing, and forming forces (of both subject and object). The artwork 
arrests, freezes forever, a look, a moment, a gesture, an activity, 
from the transitory and ever different chaos of temporal change, 
in the transitions between one percept and affect and the next that 
marks the life of a living being. Art arrests this endless becoming 
into a becoming of its own: the art object now becomes sensation, 
not eternal in the sense that the sensation is continually experienced 
in one and the same way through the passage of time, but in the 
sense that sensation is now forever tied to this smile, this yellow, 
this flower in its absolute singularity. Only at the point at which 
material becomes expressive, takes on a life of sensation as well as 
its own qualities, can art begin. 

Sensation can only emit its effects to the extent that its materials, 
materiality itself, become expressive, passing into sensation, trans
forming themselves, giving themselves a new quality. This is not a 
signifying relation, in which the material plane is understood as a 
chain of signifiers and the aesthetic plane is the field of the signi-

15. In Bergson, Matter and Memory (1988:57). 
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fied: rather, it is a relation of eruption or emergence. There can be 
no art without the materials of art, but the artistic is an eruption, a 
leap out of materiality, the kick of virtuality now put into and ex
tracted from matter to make it function unpredictably. Sensations, 
artworks, do not signify or represent ("no art and no sensation 
have ever been representational"; 1994:193): they assemble, they 
make, they do, they produce. 

Art is the becoming-sensation of materiality, the transforma
tion of matter into sensation, the becoming-more of the artistic 
subjects and objects that is bound up with the subject's cross-
fertilization with the art object. Art is that which brings sensations 
into being when before it there are only subjects, objects, and the 
relations of immersion that bind the one to the other. Art allows 
the difference, the incommensurability of subject and object to be 
celebrated, opened up, elaborated. The arts, each in its own way, 
are not just the construction of pure and simple sensations but the 
synthesis of other, prior sensations into new ones, the coagulation, 
recirculation, and transformation of other sensations summoned 
up from the plane of composition—indeed becoming itself may be 
understood as the coming together of at least two sensations, the 
movement of transformation that each elicits in the other.16 Art 
is this processes of compounding or composing, not a pure cre
ation from nothing, but the act of extracting from the materiality 
of forces, sensations, or powers of affecting life, that is, becomings, 
that have not existed before and may summon up and generate 
future sensations, new becomings. 

BECOMING-OTHER 

Sensations are always composite, which is also to say that they are 
composed. They are primarily made up of percepts and affects, ex-

16. "It is the nature of sensation to envelop a constitutive difference of level, a 
plurality of constituting domains. Every sensation . . . is already an 'accumulated* 
or 'coagulated* sensation, as in a limestone figure. Hence the irreducibly synthetic 
character of sensation" (Deleuze 2003:33). 
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tracted from the energetic forces generated between subjects and 
objects that are arrested, as it were, in flight, where they live as 
pure movement or transition. Sensations are mobile and mobilizing 
forces, not quite subjective or experiential (this is Deleuze's dis
agreement with phenomenology) and yet not fully objective or mea
surable in a way that material objects are. Sensations are subjective 
objectivities or equally objective subjectivities, midway between 
subjects and objects, the point at which the one can convert into 
the other. This is why art, the composition of material elements that 
are always more than material, is the major—perhaps the only— 
way in which living beings deal with and enjoy the intensities that 
are not contained within but are extracted from the natural world, 
chaos. Art is where intensity is most at home, where matter is most 
attenuated without being nullified: perhaps we can understand mat
ter in art as matter at its most dilated, matter as it most closely ap
proximates mind, diastole, or proliferation rather than systole and 
compression and where becoming is most directly in force. Art is 
where life most readily transforms itself, the zone of indetermina-
tion through which all becomings must pass. In this sense art is not 
the antithesis of politics, but politics continued by other means.17 

Sensation has two dimensions, two types of energy: it is com
posed of affects and percepts. Sensation aims to extract affects from 
affections and percepts from perception, which is to say that it dis
embodies and desubjectifies affection and perception.18 Just as sen
sation exists in a kind of eternity that is distinct from the finitude 
of its materiality, an incorporeal event on the surface of things, so 

17. Deleuze suggests as much in his provocative and rather strange discussion 
of the work of Gerard Fromanger, that art is politics with affirmation and joy: "It 
[Fromanger's art] is strange, the way a revolutionary acts because of what he loves 
in the very world he wishes to destroy. There are no revolutionaries but the joy
ful, and no politically and aesthetically revolutionary painting without delight" 
(Deleuze, in Deleuze and Foucault 1999:76-77). 

18. "The aim of art is to wrest the percept from perceptions of objects and the 
states of a perceiving subject, to wrest the affect from affections as the transition 
from one state to another: to extract a bloc of sensations, a pure being of sensations" 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994:167). 
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sensation exists independent of the perceptions and affections that 
mark a living being's relations with its objects or its Umwelt. Sensa
tion, like the plane of composition itself, is an incorporeal thresh
old of emergence,19 an unpredictable and uncontainable overspill-
ing of forces that exist hitherto only beyond and before the plane 
of composition, on its other side, that of chaos. In this sense art is 
the way in which shreds of chaos can return in sensation: it is how 
art returns us to the unlivable from which we came and gives us a 
premonition of the unlivable power to come. Percepts and affects 
are the inhuman forces from which the human borrows that may 
serve in its self-transformation and overcoming. Percepts and af
fects summon up a "people to come," not a public, an audience,10 

but something inhuman. 
Affects are the ways in which the human overcomes itself: they 

are the unon-human becomings of man," the virtual conditions by 
which man surpasses himself and celebrates this surpassing (as only 
the overman can, with only joyful affects) by making himself a 
work of art, by his own self-conversion into a being of sensation. 
Affects are man's becoming-other, the creation of zones of proxim
ity between the human and those animal and microscopic/cosmic 
becomings the human can pass through.21 Affects signal that bor
der between the human and the animal from which it has come. 

19. See Deleuze 1990:6-8 for a further discussion of the event as an incorporeal 
that is located at the surface of states of affairs. 

20. As Rajchman makes clear: "As a presupposition of a 'becoming-art,' that 
is not yet there is not to be confused with 'the public'—on the contrary, it helps 
show why art (and thought) is never a matter of 'communication,' why for [Deleuze 
and Guattari] there is always too much 'communication"' (2000:122). Colebrook 
(2006:94) makes a similar point: "Percepts and affects are not continuous with life 
and are not effects of a synthetic activity of consciousness. Affects and percepts 
stand alone and bear an autonomy that undoes any supposed independence of a 
self-constituting consciousness." See also O'Sullivan: "Art is ontologically difficult. 
It is not made for an already constituted audience but in fact calls its audience into 
being" (2006:68). 

21. "Becoming is the extreme contiguity within a coupling of two sensations 
without resemblance or, on the contrary, in the distance of a light that captures both 
of them in a single reflection" (Deleuze and Guattari 1994:173). 
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If affects characterize a subject's relation to nonhuman becom
ings, percepts, those "nonhuman landscapes of nature," (1994:169) 
are the transformation of the evolutionary relations of perception 
that have attuned the living creature to its world through natural 
selection (as Bergson has shown)11 into the resources for something 
else, something more, for invention, experiment, or art. Perceptions 
and affections, forces lived in everyday life, can only be wrenched 
from this (evolutionary) context to the extent that the natural and 
the lived are themselves transformed, the virtual in them explored, 
and strange connections—connections that have no clear point or 
value—elaborated with considerable effort and risk to the normal
ized narratives of the everyday and the assimilable. The materials 
of perception—the bodily relations between states of things and 
subjects—become the resources of the unlivable percept; the mate
rials of affection—our sufferings, joys, horrors, our becomings, the 
events we undertake—become the expressions of our possibilities 
for inhuman transformations. Perceptions become enshrouded with 
affect: popes, or disembodied mouths come to embody the scream 
in Bacon's works, Van Gogh's head becomes captured in a web 
of becoming-sunflower. And affections are embedded in percepts, 
as in Cezanne's mountains and landscapes or Georgia O'Keefe's 
Southwest. 

Art is not a self-contained activity in the sense that it is discon
nected from the ways in which the natural and social worlds func
tion. Art, however, is not a window onto these worlds, nor a mode 
of their representation or exploration: it does not take the place 
of social or political analysis or philosophical speculation. Rather, 
it is where intensities proliferate, where forces are expressed for 
their own sake, where sensation lives and experiments, where the 

22. In his discussion of perception, on which Deleuze relies, Bergson sees percep
tion as the honing of a synthetic, skeletalizing ability: perception is what schematizes 
and simplifies nature so that the living being can function there with what is per
ceptually predictable through its regulation by habit. Perception attunes the being 
to its world, and the relevant objects in that world to the living being—a mode of 
accommodation. See Bergson 1988:93-94. 
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future is affectively and perceptually anticipated. Art is where prop
erties and qualities—sounds, rhythms, harmonies in music, colors, 
forms, relations of surface and depth or visibility and invisibility 
in painting, planes, volumes, surfaces, and voids in sculpture and 
architecture and so on—take on the task of representing the future, 
of preceding and summoning up sensations to come, a people to 
come, worlds or universes to come. Art is intensely political not in 
the sense that it is a collective or community activity (which it may 
be but usually is not) but in the sense that it elaborates the possibili
ties of new, more, different sensations than those we know. Art is 
where the becomings of the earth couple with the becomings of life 
to produce intensities and sensations that in themselves summon 
up a new kind of life: 

This is, precisely, the task of all art and, from colors and sounds, 
both music and painting similarly extract new harmonies, new 
plastic or melodic landscapes, and new rhythmic characters that 
raise them to the height of the earth's song and the cry of hu
manity: that which constitutes the tone, the health, becoming, a 
visual and sonorous bloc. A monument does not commemorate 
or celebrate something that happened but confides to the ear of 
the future the persistent sensations that embody the event. 

(1994:176) 

Sensation sets out not only the possible becomings of a subject-
in-process but also the possible becomings of peoples and universes 
to come. It is the possibility (as opposed to virtuality)2,3 of the cre
ation of new worlds and new peoples to live and experience them. 
Artworks are not so much to be read, interpreted, deciphered as 
responded to, touched, engaged, intensified. Artworks don't signify 
(or, if they signify, they signify only themselves); instead, they make 
sensation real: "The monument does not actualize the virtual event 

23. "The universes [to come] are neither virtual nor actual; they are possibles, 
the possible as aesthetic category . . . the existence of the possible, whereas events 
are the reality of the virtual" (Deleuze and Guattari 1994:177). 
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but incorporates or embodies it: it gives it a body, a life, a universe" 
(1994:177). 

What gives sensation this power or force of directly affecting 
bodies? Deleuze suggests that sensation is not irreducible, a pure 
given, but is itself the consequence of a particular capacity sensation 
has to contract vibration. Sensation is excitation, extracted from 
objects but animated by quality, intensity only to the extent that it 
is transmitted to and consequently directly affects life. Sensation is 
vibratory excitation that preserves itself and the vibratory force of 
its materials to the extent it continues to generate corporeal effects, 
that is, continuing shocks to the nervous system.24 Sensation con
tracts what composes it, vibrations that are colors, forms, planes, 
and voids, so that they become expressed and affective, so that they 
signal a world to come in the present and impact that world as 
much as possible on the presently living nervous system.25 Unlike 
politics, sensation does not promise or enact a future different than 
the present, it en-forces, impacts, a premonition of what might be 
directly on the body's nerves, organs, muscles. The body is opened 
up now to other forces and becomings that it might also affirm in 
and as the future. 

Sensation, as the contraction of vibrations, is that which medi
ates between the forces of the cosmos—unknowable and uncontain-
able forces that we experience as chaos—and the (virtual) forces 
of bodies, including their potential to be otherwise. Sensation fills 
the living body with the resonance of (part of) the universe itself, a 
vibratory wave that opens up the body to these unrepresented and 
unknowable forces, the forces of becoming-other. The body does 

24. Deleuze says it explicitly: "Sensation is vibration" (2003:39). 
25. "Sensation is excitation itself, not insofar as it is gradually prolonged and 

passes into the reaction but insofar as it is preserved or preserves its vibrations. Sen
sation contracts the vibrations of the stimulant on a nervous surface or in a cerebral 
volume: what comes before has not yet disappeared but when what follows appears. 
This is its way of responding to chaos. Sensation itself vibrates because it contracts 
vibrations. It preserves itself because it preserves vibrations: it is Monument. It reso
nates because it makes its harmonics resonate. Sensation is the contracted vibration 
that has become quality, variety" (Deleuze and Guattari 1994:211). 
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not contain these forces but rather is touched by them and opened 
up to some of the possibilities of being otherwise, which the uni
verse contains through them.26 

PAINTING SENSATIONS 

Painting aims to visualize invisible forces, as music aims to sound 
forces that otherwise would remain inaudible. Each art aims to rep
resent what is unrepresentable, to conjure up in words, paint, stone, 
steel, and melody, invisible and soundless forces, what is incapable 
of being represented otherwise or what, if represented otherwise, 
would bring into existence a different kind of sensation. Each of 
the arts, as highly particular in historical and regional specificity 
as it might be, aims to capture something equally accessible to all 
the other arts, a kind of foundation or unity, the unity in difference 
of the universe itself, of materiality, and of universal forces that 
impinge on all forms of life, each affected in their different ways. 
This is why each of the .arts brings with it fragments and residues 
of all the others. When Bacon wrenches a scream from the scream
ing popes, he brings with it not only all the visible forces that a 
scream enacts, not just the force and intensity of prior pope repre
sentations, but the scream-sensation in all its multisensory richness. 
When he has managed to "paint the scream more than the horror" 
(Bacon quoted in Deleuze 2003: 34), the scream only functions as 
sensation to the extent that we can feel and hear it, that it vibrates 
as a scream, that is, as visual, it nevertheless functions as an audi
tory cry, resonating or vibrating through us as a scream. 

26. "Sensation is excitation itself, not insofar as it is gradually prolonged and 
passes into the reaction but insofar as it is preserved or preserves its vibrations. Sen
sation contracts the vibrations of the stimulant on a nervous surface or in a cerebral 
volume: what comes before has not yet disappeared when what follows appears. 
This is its way of responding to chaos. Sensation itself vibrates because it contracts 
vibrations. It preserves itself because it preserves vibrations: it is Monument. It reso
nates because it makes its harmonics resonate. Sensation is the contracted vibration 
that has become quality, variety* (ibid., 211) 
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Painting aims to make every sense function through the eye, as 
music makes all sensation and the whole body, compress itself into 
an ear. But, equally, painting aims to enable us to see sound, as music 
aims to make us hear colors, shapes, forms. Each of the arts is con
cerned with a transmutation of bodily organs as much as it is with the 
creation of new objects, new forms: each art resonates through the 
whole of the sensing body, capturing elements in a co-composition 
that carries within the vibrations and resonances, the underlying 
rhythms, of the other arts and the residual effects of each of the 
senses. Painting makes the eye mobile, it places it throughout the 
body, it renders the visible tangible and audible as well as visible.27 

Sensation can only be generated to the extent that each art 
brings into being something that the other arts could also access, 
each in its own way, something they all share, the forces that make 
each possible and connect each to both the (invisible, inaudible, 
intangible) forces of the universe and the sensitive mass of nerves 
and organs that make up a living body. It is because each of the 
senses—for each art orients itself to the intensification of at least 
one of the senses (there are, after all, arts for all the body's percep
tual organs)—lays claim to forces of the universe that all the others 
are drawn to as well.18 

Deleuze suggests that this is because there is indeed a common 

27. "Painting . . . invests the eye through color and line. But it does not treat the 
eye as a fixed organ. . . . Painting gives us eyes all over: in the ear, in the stomach, 
in the lungs (the painting breathes . . .). This is the double definition of painting: 
subjectively, it invests the eye, which ceases to be organic in order to become a 
polyvalent and transitory organ objectively, it brings before us the reality of a body, 
of lines and colors freed from the organic representation. And each is produced by 
the other: the pure presence of the body comes visible as the same time that the eye 
becomes the destined organ of this presence" (Deleuze 2003:45). 

28. "Between a color, a taste, a touch, a smell, a noise, a weight, there would be an 
existential communication that would constitute the 'pathic' (non-representational) 
moment of the sensation. In Bacon's bullfights, for example, we hear the noise of the 
beast's hooves;. . . and each time meat is represented, we touch it, smell it, eat it, 
weigh it, as in Soutine's work. . . . The painter would thus make visible a kind of 
original unity of the senses, and would make a multisensible Figure finally appear" 
(ibid., 37). 
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force shared by all the arts and the living bodies that generate sen
sations out of material forms that derives from the universe itself. 
This is a precisely vibratory force—perhaps the vibratory structure 
of subatomic particles themselves?—that constructs sensations as 
neural reactions to inhuman forces. Perhaps it is the consequence 
of vibration and its resonating effects that generates a universe in 
which living beings are impelled to become, to change from within, 
to seek sensations, affects, and percepts that intensify and extend 
them to further transformations. And perhaps such resonance cre
ates the very means by which the arts undertake their composi
tional activity: to create rhythm, the ordering and structuring of 
resonance, the meeting of different vibratory forces.29 

As "more profound" than vision or hearing, rhythm (which we 
must understand, along with vibration, as another name for differ
ence) is what runs from objects to organs, from organs to the ob
jects that captivate them, and from their relations to the art objects 
that carry sensations. It is rhythm that is transmitted directly from 
universe to artwork to body and back; it is rhythm that intensifies 
and complicates itself the more it circulates. Deleuze is influenced 
by the writings of Maldiney, who, following on from, elaborating, 
and modifying Straus and Merleau-Ponty, understands sensation, 
and indeed the appearance of the artwork, as a kind of autopoesis, 
the eruption of self-sustaining form (1973:155-157). Rhythm is 
that which inheres in and generates, without ever ending or re
solving this form-generation: "This sense of form in formation, in 
perpetual transformation in the return of the same, is properly the 
sense of rhythm" (1973:157). 

29."[The porousness of the arts to each other] is possible only if the sensation 
of a particular domain (here, the visual sensation) is in direct contact with a vital 
power that exceeds every domain and traverses them all. This power is Rhythm, 
which is more profound than vision, hearing, etc. Rhythm appears as music when 
it invests the auditory level, and as painting when it invests the visual level. This is 
a 'logic of the senses,' as Cezanne said, which is neither rational nor cerebral. What 
is ultimate is thus the relation between sensation and rhythm, which places in each 
sensation the levels and domains through which it passes. This rhythm runs though 
a painting just as it runs through a piece of music" (ibid., 37). 
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For Maldiney, form is always in the process of becoming and 
never given or finalized. It is generated or generates itself through a 
three-fold movement that Deleuze also utilizes to explain his own 
conception of sensation. First, there is the existential disclosure, an 
animal-disclosure, of the chaos of being for the living entity, the 
perpetual becoming of a world life does not control but that it must 
occupy and live through without being able to adequately position 
itself, the whirling chaos of sensations that are as yet unstructured 
and unformed, life resources and what life finds potentially excessive, 
overwhelming, breathtaking. Cezanne refers to this as an "iridescent 
chaos," an "abyss" or "catastrophe," an opening up to as well as a 
kind of merger with the landscape he contemplates as he prepares 
to paint (Maldiney 150; Deleuze 2003:83). It is a kind of collapse 
of visual coordinates, of orientation, of the separate positioning of 
the subject at a distance from the object. The second movement is 
a systolic compression or dilation of chaotic forces now condensed 
into forms, shapes, patterns, the extraction of rhythm from buzz
ing vibration, and a growingly discernible subject and object. For 
Cezanne, this is the moment at which a "stubborn geometry," "geo
logical strata," appear as separate from the subject, as weighty ob
jects to be observed (Maldiney 150). In the third movement there is 
a diastolic expansion that transforms and dissolves these forms and 
entities, blurring them back into the resonances of sensation. For 
Cezanne, this is when "an aerial, colored logic suddenly replaces the 
stubborn geometry. The geological strata, the preparatory labor, the 
moment of design collapse, crumble as in a catastrophe" (Maldiney: 
185). The relation between systole and diastole is precisely definable 
in terms of rhythm, not as measurable or mathematically definable 
external and finalized form but as duration, uncountable, always in 
process, open-ended. Rhythm is the force of differentiation of the 
different calibers of vibration that constitute chaos, the body and 
sensation, and their interlinkage. 

Maldiney's representation of the growing immersion and de
formations of art refers as readily to Bacon's work as it does to 
Cezanne's. For Deleuze, Bacon's greatness lies in his ability to cap
ture, as no one else has, three sorts of forces: the systolic forces of 
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isolation (those forces Bacon makes visible in his washed-out fields 
of color, in the ways in which these fields or platforms, geometrical 
figures isolate and bound a figure); the diastolic forces of deforma
tion (those forces that press the body to earth, to crumple or slide 
over itself, where the body is in the process of becoming something 
else, a bird-umbrella, a piece of meat); and the forces of dissipation 
(those forces in which the figure fades to leave only the smile, only 
the scream), all of them invisible forces that separate, press down 
on, and fade back into the abyss or chaos from which they were 
extracted. Art here is the production of meat-sensations as the ex
pression of forces of isolation, deformation, and dissipation. 

This movement is nothing other than the movement of intuition, 
so elaborated by Bergson, in which a philosophical subject must 
place him or herself in the midst of things in the world without 
preconceived patterns or expectations and, through this immersion, 
to discern, gradually and with effort, through learning, the natural 
articulations between things, the places in things and events where 
differences most directly emerge.30 From such a discernment, in 
separating those things that are qualitatively different from each 
other from those that are linked, the philosophical subject comes to 
learn that these differences in kind are in fact versions of differences 
of degree and find their place in a universe that can be understood 
as an open-ended whole.31 This too is a tripartite movement from 
chaos to the infinite through the immersion of life in the absolutely 
particular or the singular. Intuition is the way, for Bergson, that 

30. See, in particular, The Creative Mind (Bergson 1946). 
31. "Instead of a discontinuity of moments replacing one another in an infinitely 

divided time, [knowledge] will perceive the continuous fluidity of real time which 
flows along, indivisible. Instead of surface states covering successively some neutral 
stuff and maintaining with it a mysterious relationship of phenomenon to substance, 
it will seize upon one identical change which keeps ever lengthening as in a melody 
where everything is becoming, being itself substantial, has no need of support. No 
more inert states, no more dead things; nothing but the mobility of which the stabil
ity of life is made. A vision of this kind, where reality appears as continuous and 
indivisible, is on the road which leads to philosophical intuition" ("Philosophical 
Intuition," Bergson 1946:150-151). 
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the new is capable of being understood outside of or beyond ready-
made concepts, opinions, or what Deleuze reviles as the cliche.32 

Perhaps Bergson's discerning subject finds its culmination, not in 
the theoretical speculations of the philosopher, whose orientation 
tends to the abstract, but in the work of the artist, writer, or musi
cian, whose field of creation is primarily durational. 

The common ground for all the arts is the rhythmic, irreducibly 
durational universe of invisible, inaudible forces whose order isn't 
experientially discernible and is thus experienced or lived, at best, 
as chaotic. These inartistic chaotic forces, forces that do not reveal 
themselves to lived bodies except through processes of composition 
that lay them out for visual or auditory consumption, cannot be 
lived: they are fundamentally inhuman. Sensation lives a nonorganic 
life, the life of an "unlivable power." We cannot live these forces, 
although they act through and on us; what we can do is extract 
something of these forces, nothing that resembles them, for they 
cannot present themselves, but something that partakes of them. 
Bacon extracts a kind of gravitational force, the force that, in the 
long run, convulses and contorts bodies, not through torture but 
through everyday positions that have collapsed upon themselves, 
until flesh descends from bone into meat. Bacon generates meat-
sensations from capturing the force of an invisible, unheard gravita
tional pull. The arts each address themselves to how to present these 
elementary forces, forces that impinge on us as living beings, forces 
like "pressure, inertia, weight, attraction, gravitation, germination" 
(2003:48). 

If there is a common " foundation" or a unity of forces that all 
the arts share with each other (along with science and philosophy, 
which are equally oriented, in very different ways, to the ordering 
of chaotic forces), this is not in the unity of what has been, but 
only in the unity of a common future: the "power of the future" is 
that most urgent of forces and the most imponderable. At bottom, 
Deleuze suggests, it may be that what all the arts share is the aim of 
capturing the force of time, of opening up sensation to the force of 

32. Deleuze has the same disdain for opinion, doxa, "good sense," and other 
self-satisfied solutions to the problems life poses as early as The Logic of Sense. 
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the future, of making time able to be sensed not in order to control 
or understand duration (which cannot be controlled and is that 
which ensures that the self-identical is always transitional, always 
other, never actual) but to live it as one can, even if that means 
becoming-different: "To render Time sensible is itself the task com
mon to the painter, the musician, and sometimes the writer. It is 
a task beyond all measure or cadence" (2003:54).** It is this goal 
that makes art itself eternal, always seeking a way to render time 
sensational, to make time resonate sensibly, for no art can freeze 
time or transform its forces except through the invention of new 
techniques, new forces and energies. 

PAINTING TODAY 

Modern painting, the art of the twentieth century and beyond, can, 
for the sake of argument, be divided into three broad lines that 
distinguish themselves in the ways in which they regulate relations 
between sensation and chaos. Each is a response to the end of figu
ration and the crisis of realism and representation posed by the ad
vent of photography as an art form in the nineteenth century. The 
first is through abstraction, along the lines of the Russian construc-
tivists from Malevich to the works of Mondrian, Klee, Kandinsky, 
and others. Here, for Deleuze, chaos remains the source for art, but 
chaos is narrowly and carefully codified, often through a mystical 
code, to produce an optical geometry, an artistic Platonism where 
art takes on the function of a kind of spiritual salvation.** 

The second line is abstract expressionism, as perhaps initiated by 

33. "When the visual sensation confronts the invisible force that conditions it, it 
releases a force that is capable of vanquishing the invisible force, or even befriending 
it [at least in the case of Francis Bacon]. Life screams at death, but death is no longer 
this all-too-visible thing that makes us faint; it is this invisible force that life detects, 
flushes out, and makes visible through the scream" (ibid., 52). 

34. **[Abstraction] . . . offers us an asceticism, a spiritual salvation. Through an 
intense spiritual effort, it raises itself above the figurative givens, but it also turns 
chaos into a simple stream we must cross in order to discover the abstract and sig
nifying Forms" (ibid., 84). 
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the whirling indeterminate forms of Turner, but represented most 
clearly by Jackson Pollock and action painting. Here, instead of 
being directed through codification, chaos is "deployed to a maxi
mum" (2003:68), spread throughout the work itself, cramming 
every inch of the painted field. Painting comes as close as it possibly 
can to falling into chaos. Instead of the optical or geological frame, 
the tactile, the haptic dominates. The pattern is no longer discern
ible, all standard frames of reference (top/bottom, figure/ground) 
are subverted. Thus the eye is confused, for it functions at the mercy 
of the chaotic or random movements of the hand (and the body as 
a whole).35 

Thus far we have either a kind of code-painting or a kind of 
catastrophe-painting. The third line, which lies midway between 
figurative art and abstractionism, Deleuze describes, following 
Lyotard (1971), as figural. Here Deleuze includes works (for ex
ample, those of Cezanne, Bacon, and Soutine) that rely on the vis
ceral force of painting (unlike abstraction) yet aim to contain it to 
a part but not the whole of the painted field (unlike expressionism). 
The figural is, for Deleuze, the end of figuration, the abandonment 
of art as representation, signification, narrative, though it involves 
the retention of the body, planes, and colors, which it extracts from 
the figurative. The figural is the deformation of the sensational and 
the submission the figurative to sensation. It is the development of 
art as an "analogical language," a nonrepresentational "language" 
of colors, forms, bodily shapes, screams.36 

35. "In the end, it was abstract painting that produced a purely optical space 
and suppressed tactile referents in favor of an eye of the mind: it suppressed the task 
of controlling the hand that the eye still had in classical representation. But Action 
Painting does something completely different: it reverses the classical subordination, 
it subordinates the eye to the hand, it imposes the hand on the eye, and it replaces 
the horizon with a ground" (ibid., 87). 

36. "'Analogical language,' it is said, belongs to the right hemisphere of the 
brain, or better, to the nervous system, whereas 'digital language* belongs to the left 
hemisphere. Analogical language would be a language of relations, which consists 
of expressive movements, paralinguistic signs, breaths, and screams, and so on. . . . 
More generally, painting elevates colors and lines to the state of language, and it is an 
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I myself have nothing particular invested in this schema, which, 
while contestable, is certainly not an exhaustive overview of the art 
of the last one hundred years or so. I am more interested in looking 
at an art that had barely emerged when Deleuze wrote his study 
of Bacon's paintings and in seeing how useful or relevant Deleuze's 
conception of the arts may be to how we can understand the art 
of the western desert artists of Australia.*7 I don't want to suggest 
that contemporary Aboriginal art is Deleuzian, for no art is Deleu-
zian. At best Deleuze provides some concepts that are useful, or 
not, for understanding another dimension of the various arts than 
is available to sensation or vision alone; as a philosopher, Deleuze 
can provide us with a way of thinking the same forces as the arts 
address. 

Western desert art is fascinating not only because it comes out of 
a nomadic tradition that has had little to do with Western art prac
tices until less than four decades ago38 but also because it directly 

analogical language. One might even wonder if painting has not always been the 
analogical par excellence" (ibid., 93). 

37. There is something about Western desert art that corresponds quite closely 
to the interpretive practices associated with abstractionism, which may be why there 
was a relatively ready acceptance of indigenous artists almost from the beginning: 
"The basic Western desert painting techniques: the dots, the lines, the monochrome 
backgrounds, the effects of super-imposition, are basic to modern western painting 
also—which is why the results looked to audiences of the 1970s and the early 1980s 
like modernist abstracts. But the painters derived all these methods originally from 
their own ceremonial paintings and the ancient rituals of the ground mosaic. The 
classic Western Desert painting ambiguously depicts actual geographical ceremo
nies in which these connections are re-affirmed by the Dreaming's custodians. These 
contents are fused into a coherent visual image using a code of abstract symbolism 
which makes modern western experiments with abstraction look naive" (Art Gal
lery of South Australia z6). 

3 8. The inception of dot painting using acrylic paints and canvas can be very pre
cisely located in 1971, when Geoffrey Bardon began working with members of the 
local community to create a mural in western art materials for the Papunya School 
and the subsequent creation of the Papunya Tula Artist's cooperative. See Bardon's 
own account (2005); and Nicholls and North 2001:19^ for a more detailed history 
of the Western desert painting movement. 
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defies the categorizations by which twentieth-century Western art 
has been described. Instead of falling into the stylistic schools of 
either abstraction or expressionism, or the "middle" position of 
the figural, much of western desert art, including acrylics as well as 
prints, batiks, carvings, and sculptures, seems to occupy all three 
positions simultaneously. These arts share an obsession with a mys
tical code (or many) and a fascination with the geometrical forms 
and with abstraction. They are also concerned with the direct ex
pression of rhythm and force, movement and embodiment that 
characterizes expressionism. But no less concerned with the figure 
than in the works of Cezanne or Bacon, the figure, alone, coupled, 
boxed in, deformed, subjected to invisible forces, is as explicitly 
the object of sensation in these various works; in addition, while 
figural, they must also be understood as landscapes, in Maldiney's 
sense, spatializations of lived space that nevertheless can also be 
mapped and coordinated, can function also geographically. 

While I have no particular expertise in the art of the western des
ert (or, for that matter, in any art) and do not want to speak of and 
for works that are now loquaciously able to articulate their con
cerns more directly, I do nevertheless want to look at some works 
to see how they link territory, animality, and the earth together to 

39. There are, of course, real risks of romanticizing the works of these profound 
artists and of submitting their works, pictorial and sonorous, to a kind of Westernized 
translation that robs them of their own autonomy and the location of these works 
within their own cultures and histories. It may be that any mention of such work in 
a text such as this, written primarily for a Western audience, already performs such a 
robbery. But it is also the case that Western desert artists seek an audience (to come), 
present and sell their works to Westerners and are prepared, even if highly ellipti-
cally, to discuss their work in English. It is significant that many of the leading artists 
of the first generation of Western desert artists sought recognition not only within 
Australia, and from Australian institutions and galleries and the state itself, but 
also from Europe and the United States. See, for example, Johnson's discussion of 
Clifford Possum's interest in travel abroad; or Nicholls and North's discussion of 
Kathleen Petyarre's American travels. It is also true that the younger generations 
of painters are no less consciousness of the "European" world that surrounds and 
sometimes engulfs them and the place of painting in their peoples' gaining some ac
cess to the goods and services of use of them from and through "Europe." 
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generate sensations.39 Through looking at a few examples, we can 
see how Deleuze's speculations about art and sensation, art and the 
earth, and art and the body may be supported in relation to these 
works from a very different tradition of narrative, representation, 
and temporality. 

That there is nothing primitive about western desert art ought to 
be made clear. It is not a timeless traditional indigenous art form, 
but rather a very recent contribution to contemporary art.4° The 
technical and aesthetic proficiency and beauty of these works is ob
vious; younger artists are trained by older, more experienced, and 
respected artists in both traditional techniques and in the acquisi
tion of new, ever changing procedures, methods, and colors. Works 
are often collective and commonly involve more than a single artist, 
often including many members of one's family or those who share 
one's dreaming, and thus lineage, filiation, totemic identifications, 
territory, and history. While art is part of everyday life to the extent 
that it pervades the visual images, activities, and artifacts of desert 
culture, nevertheless, art making is a special activity, invested with 
not only respect and authority in traditional communities; it has 
become one of the few means by which Aboriginal peoples have 

40. There is a clear separation in the minds of the artists themselves between the 
traditional methods, materials, and practices, which are directly derived from the 
earth, and those introduced through "European" techniques from the early 1970s 
and an easy ability to move between the one and the other as the situation war
rants. The acrylic and oil paintings have never represented themselves as traditional 
or tribal, though they are always marketed through the narratives, the dreamings, 
that each work of art apparently depicted: "That Dreaming been all the time. From 
our early days, before the European people came up. That Dreaming carry on. Old 
people carry on this law, business, schooling, for the young peop le . . . . They been 
using the dancing boards, spear, boomerang—all painted. And they been using 
them on the body different times. Kids, I see them all the time—painted. All the 
young fellas, they go hunting and the old people there—they do sand painting. They 
put down the story, same like I do on the canvas. . . . Everybody painted. They been 
using ochres—all the colors of the rock. People use them to paint up. I use paint 
and canvas—that's not from us, from European people. Business time, we don't use 
the paint the way I use them—no we use them from rock, teach 'em all the young 
fellas" (Clifford Possum, quoted in Johnson 2003:16). 
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acquired financial and social support from white culture without 
complete paternalism and condescension. This is not the place to 
provide an adequate analysis of the complex and mired history of 
these gloriously dynamic, resonating, and unique artworks,41 which 
are, in my humble opinion, among the most stunning, affecting, 
and least understood and appreciated works of the twentieth and 
twenty-first century and beyond, although there is now an avid 
international art market growing around the production and sale 
of these magnificently shimmering works. 

I can really only undertake a sampling—the briefest of detours— 
and look at the work of two major artists from the western des
ert: Kathleen Petyarre (from Anmatyerr, a region northeast of Alice 
Springs, painting at Utopia) and Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri (also 
an Anmatyerr, painting at Papunya), two of the most internationally 
well-known indigenous artists, whose work has now been exhibited 
in the U.S., the UK, France, and elsewhere, and certainly the most 
well-known in Australia and well represented in the collections of 
the National and State Galleries. The work of each is an attempt to 
map out in spatial and figural terms the geography of their dream
ing country, a cartography of the events, the topography, and the 
animal beings that link to the artist's own bodily and clan history. 
Their works are temporal maps of those ancestral spatial terrains 
that are distinguishable and significant not for their geographical 
features but for the life a geography sustains, the practices that it 
engenders and the movements it requires. These works are dynamic 
portraits of a long past history, a history of events of war, natural 
destruction, births, marriages, sexual alliances, animal ancestors 
and totems, a living history concerned primarily with the past and 
how its narratives and practices effect the present, like the cine
matic reel compressed into a single highly complex frame. Many of 
these works are remarkable for their capacity to envision, from an 
aerial point of view, the detailed topography of a land that has been 

41. See the writings of Johnson 2003, Nicholls and North 2001, Hylton 1996, 
and especially Bardon 2005 for further details about the history and marketing of 
the major artworks of the Pintupi, Papunya, and Utopia artist communities. 

SENSATION. THE EARTH, A PEOPLE, ART 92 



primarily traversed only by foot, in which the slightest undulations 
or natural feature, tree trunks or animal remains may hold ceremo
nial and ancestral significance. Maldiney's landscape coincides here 
with a geography that now also includes history. 

It may be true that abstraction and spatial representation were 
acquired as survival skills in an extremely harsh and relentless ter
rain and climate, but, rather than being simply the results of a kind 
of natural selection, an evolution concerned with survival alone, 
these conditions, the territory in its harshness and in its minute 
richness, become the basis of all ceremonial representations and, 
eventually, artistic representations that tend to retain their ceremo
nial connections but move well beyond the traditional.42 

To take only one example from Kathleen Petyarre's productive 
oeuvre as one of the Utopia artists, she shares a Dreaming with 
a number of her painter sisters and brothers,43 the mountain or 
thorny devil Dreaming. This particular story involves a typical 
conjunction of territory and animal, of animal traversing territory, 
of territory inscribed by animal movements and the qualities and 
sensations capable of being released through their coupling, the 

42. "Such an ability—to orientate oneself in space by envisioning a large tract 
of land as an entity that comprises smaller parcels of land, then conjuring up the 
whole in abstract form and reproducing it visually—was necessary for survival. In 
fact, successful land navigation and its corollary, the capacity for accurate location 
of food and water were essential for group survival. Collectively, these invocations 
of large stretches of 'country' constitute 'aerial views' of particular tracts of land" 
(Nicholls and North 2001:7). 

43. Utopia is a somewhat misnamed generic label for about twenty small set
tlements in the Northern Territory of Anmatyerr and Alyawarr speaking groups. 
Petyarre worked for nearly twenty years, from 1969-1988 as an assistant teacher 
at the Utopia school that educated the children from these groups. Shortly after 
the opening of the Papunya art school, Utopia also developed into an artists* com
munity, primarily directed to the production of works by women artists. Petyarre 
and her many sisters, including Violet, Gloria, Myrtle, and Nancy Petyarre, began 
as batik- and printmakers and only turned to painting in the 1980s. She had her 
first solo exhibition in 1996, The land around Utopia was returned to its traditional 
owners after a land claim, made primarily on behalf of women and their ceremonial 
ties to the land, in 1980. 
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eruption of colors, speed, and stillness, of terrain illuminated by 
reptile movements and through the humanized history of reptile 
ancestors. Petyarre and her sisters each produce mountain devil 
Dreaming in a series of remarkable paintings, each varying minutely, 
each taking a different element or aspect of the same Dreaming and 
extracting from it a vibrating series of dots, which resonate, op-art 
style, not just with optical but above all with haptic effects that 
reproduce while transforming the devil-movement through linking 
it to the becoming of the terrain or landscape. Devil-skin marks the 
land, devil-arcs of movement provide paths or tracks for lines of 
flight that transform hostile earth into territory. 

The mountain devil (called arnkerrth) is a very small, spiky, omi
nous-looking lizard that inhabits much of the central Australian 
desert. It has the remarkable capacity, chameleonlike, to transform 
itself, to augment visual qualities. It usually has an ochre and earth 
coloring, especially in sedate and unthreatening conditions. It moves 
in a characteristic semicircular path, leaving parallel tracks that in
flect in a gentle arc of circular movements, then back again, snaking 
in one direction then in another, creating an undulating pathway 
as it heads in a particular direction. It can freeze without any trace 
of movement on viewing possible predators and, when threatened, 
can change color very rapidly from its ochre coloring to brilliant 
reds and yellows and then change back to its ochre/olive color
ation again when it feels safe. The mountain devil, as a wily and 
wise character, a traveler or nomad, has many adventures and must 
rely on her skills and wisdom to survive. Kathleen Petyarre and 
her sisters have grown up, have studied, and, in some sense, have 
become, through these Dreaming stories, the hardy and "artistic" 
creatures who make their own bodies into a canvas of predator-
sensations. 

None of Kathleen Petyarre's paintings provide an image, resem
blance to, or portrait of the mountain devil, but each is a becoming-
devil of paint itself, the coming alive of the corrugations and pat
terns of its skin, of its tracks, the arcs of its movements as well 
as the projection of the skin onto the terrain, the belonging to
gether of both the skin, the movements of the devil over its terrain, 
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the home country of Kathleen and her people (the people of the 
Atnangker), and the earth and its secret locations, which sustains 
them all through its own excesses and their ingenuity.44 

The terrain, a two hundred square kilometer area in the east
ern desert of central Australia, is mapped in detail in a number of 
massive, elaborate paintings that contain not only a spatial, almost 
aerial, "map" but also the history of the animal and human events 
that occur there, from the ancient and more recent past, not only 
the time of the Dreaming but also incorporating events from mem
ory or circulating narratives—the massacre in Darwin in 1869, 
the Coniston massacre of Aboriginal peoples in the 1920s, various 
devastating bushfires, the movement of forced and voluntary mi
grations from traditional lands through the intervention of various 
governmental policies and ordinances directed to assimilation into 
white culture, including the most recent and invasive government 
interventions into child-raising practices, which continue a long 
tradition of violent even genocidal assimilation and annihilation.4* 

44. "In Kathleen's art, as is the case with other Anmatyerr, Centralian, and West
ern Desert artistic production, Arnkerrth [the Mountain Devil] is not represented 
figuratively but conceptualised spatially. In Anmatyerr art all living creatures, includ
ing human beings, are depicted as predominantly spatial rather than psychological 
beings, interacting in natural and cultural landscapes that occupy space over t ime. . . . 
The spatial information or patterns that Kathleen creates in her art correspond to 
and can be mapped onto existing geographic features in Atnangker country, for 
example, the rockholes, hills and mulga spreads that Arnkerrth encountered in the 
course of her epic travels during the Dreaming. Satellite imagery and computer-
generated overlays indicate a surprisingly close correspondence to the work of tradi
tionally oriented Indigeneous artists, including that of Kathleen Petyarre" (Nicholls 
and North 2001:10). Johnson makes a similar point: "The peoples of the Western 
desert are justly renown for their uncanny mastery of their terrain and its resources. 
Their phenomenal skills of site location, tracking and spatial orientation in appar
ently featureless country almost defy explanation for those dependent on maps to 
find their way around... . They do not need to read directions off a map because they 
know how to read the ground itself" (2003:79). 

45. As this text is being finalized, the Australian government has announced, 
just in time for the next elections, that it needs to intervene into the alarming rate 
of child rape and child sexual abuse that has occurred in many remote indigeneous 
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In Petyarre's work the land, the mountain devil, the weather, and 
catastrophic events that occur to the land—hail, storms, drought, 
fire, sandstorms—are not readily distinguishable from one another, 
rather the one is incorporated into the other, the skin is part of the 
land, the land is made by what occurs on it and has its particular 
effect on the events that are hitherto marked by their origins, and 
the people who inhabit the land, including the artists who sing 
and paint its ceremonies and make "white man's art" as a second-
order representation of the art that is part of their own cultural life. 
Yet, "it's still body painting, still ceremony, even looking from the 
sky [it is] still dancing, still ceremony, my new style is still danc
ing ceremony" (Kathleen Petyarre, quoted on Nicholls and North 
31). Sensations are liberated from their religious and sacred posi
tion in the rituals that help in the transmission of knowledges from 
one generation to the next (while never thoroughly detached from 
these origins) to become coloring, forming, artworks that "stand 
up alone," that function perfectly well as autonomous objects, as 
artworks, in other nonceremonial contexts. Though their sacred re
lations remain implicit in such artworks, they are no longer sacred 
objects or part of sacred ceremonies. 

Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri was probably the most well-known 
indigenous artist of his generation, second only in fame to Emily 
Kame Kngwarreye's luminous works (an aunt to Kathleen Petyarre 
and the yardstick or measure of white success for many indigenous 
artists in terms of her acceptance by museums, galleries, and auc
tion houses). Originally a woodcutter and carver of considerable 

communities. While of course it is laudible to "protect children," it is significant that 
in the same week that the prime minister, John Howard, chose to bring in troops to 
address this issue (a new "war" on abuse?), newspapers revealed that more than fifty 
million dollars of government funds specifically earmarked for Aboriginal communi
ties has been left unspent. In other words, rather than actually provide and disburse 
the money that should have been spent on health, educational, and employment 
services, the government has chosen a path that cannot possibly adequately address 
child sexual abuse and will only further participate in the alienation of Aboriginal 
peoples from both their own traditional life and lands as well as their involvement in 
white culture as autonomous subjects. 
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skill, he joined the Papunya Tula Artists Cooperative in 1972, be
coming chairperson of the cooperative in the early 1980s. His most 
stunning and complex works, like Kathleen Petyarre's, were huge 
paintings, undertaken as a kind of elaborate map or topography 
of his people's Dreaming. His early paintings on walls and boards, 
including the Warlugulong series (mid to late 1970s), were focused 
on painting the Dreaming of a catastrophic bushfire, which was the 
result of a long series of transgressions by two brothers. 

Significantly, he painted this series with his brother, Tim Leura 
Tjapaltjarri. Warlugulong is the Anmatyerr name for a site around 
two hundred miles from Alice Springs where the Blue-Tongued 
Lizard Man started a great bushfire, the primordial or original bush-
fire, one of the Dreamings of the "origins of the earth" where his two 
sons perished. However, it may be that the two sons perished because 
they ate all of a sacred kangaroo without sharing with their father or 
group, a double-barreled crime or transgression that demanded the 
severest punishment. The Warlugulong paintings are topographical 
diagrams of the sons, the fire, the father, the kangaroo, painted as 
if they were sand paintings, on the ground, where their orientation 
and the location of up and down becomes irrelevant.4* The bushfire 
Dreaming repeats and elaborates sensory motifs and regions of the 
Warlugulong series, the skeletons of the two brothers bringing more 
and more dynamic and less traditional colors to canvases now satu
rated with Dreaming stories, placed together instead of separated 
on the canvas. 

For Clifford Possum and his patrilineal descent group, the pri
mary Dreaming explicated in the Warlugulong series and in many 
other paintings he and his brother undertook is the Love Story, a 
story with a number of episodes, one that involves a man named 
Liltipility who falls in love with his classificatory mother, a rela
tive with whom he is forbidden various types of contact, especially 

46. "Like almost all Western desert paintings, Warlugulong was painted flat on 
the ground [like Pollock's work]. This displaces the European assumption that the 
top of the painting must, like a western map, be north, with a perspective from 
which there are only four sides, any of which might be the top depending on which 
side of the canvas the artist is located at the time" (Johnson 2003:89). 
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sexual contact. The paintings that make up the Man's Love Story 
series are all intensive visual interpretations of elements of this 
narrative. Many of his paintings are episodes or fragments of this 
Dreaming, explorations of sites and locations where it took place 
and of animals and insects who shared this terrain, including honey 
ants, rock wallabies, and possums, that figure heavily in some of 
his art. 

Yet his art, and that of other desert artists, cannot be construed 
as narrative or representational or sacred. If there is a narrative or 
representation, it is only that which is captured visually, techni
cally. This is perhaps why the story of the Dreaming is commonly 
appended to artwork as an external document, a written narrative 
sold with each painting, a kind of authentification for Western eyes 
of the ceremonial value of these works. As embedded as they are 
in history and collective narrative, however, these contemporary 
works require an artistic pop, "a flash," in Clifford Possum's own 
words, the eruption of sensation at the level of the artwork itself to 
work as contemporary artworks rather than to serve only as non- or 
preartistic religious rituals.47 

Their colors are as dazzling, iridescent, and luminous as territo
rial deep sea fish. The dots make the landscape sing and dance with 
a buzzing resonance of poster display.48 But here it is not only the 
(animal) body that is on display, rendered sensational, but the very 
earth itself, with every feature, characteristic, and undulation, every 
shrub or tree, now laden with its events, the very forces necessary 
for a sensory elevation of color to the "cry of the earth," more 

47. When asked by Vivien Johnson what gave him the idea to compress two or 
more stories into a single artwork, he answers: "Nobody. My idea. I think, I do it 
this way: make it flash" (ibid., 79). 

48. Clifford Possum was very aware that the traditional ocher palate, colors 
derived directly from the earth and its products, had become predictable, perhaps 
even clichaic, and he sought out, through combining ochers and the use of Western 
acrylics, a new range of colors, and with them new possibilities of sensation: "I 
gotta change'm see? Make'm nice colours. Nobody try to mob me on this, because 
colours—I gotta change'm. I telPm everyone, soon as I saw my canvas, I gotta be 
changing colours. Not only this same one, same one—colours, I change'm all the 
way along. Gotta be different" (Clifford Possum, ibid., 180). 
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clearly here a summoning of a "people to come" perhaps than in 
any other form of art today! 

This is not an art that is understood conceptually.49 Its effect is 
largely visceral, dazzling the eyes with color vibrations, beckoning 
hands to touch and ears to hear its shimmering forms, its stories 
of origin, its rhythms and movements that are both abstract and 
realist, both representational and antirepresentational in one and 
the same canvas, disorienting our optical and spatial coordinates in 
favor of a more haptic understanding of terrain or earth and of its 
relation to the living, struggling, producing body while nonetheless 
retaining a new kind of optic, producing a new kind of landscape 
perhaps even more decentered than postmodernism itself. There is 
no ready distinction between background and foreground, no fig
ure discernible against a neutral ground, no active subject, only be
comings, animal-becomings, honey-ant-becomings, and territorial-
becomings, thebecoming of anthills and honey mounds, of fires and 
natural catastrophes. 

The very forces and energies of the earth and all that populates 
it are summoned up and become sensation. Even the most elemen
tary forms of life, plants, for example, make of their situation, their 
territory, climate, and milieu a contraction, a making of something 
more—colors and perfumes that motivate and provide materials 
for art.5° Everything—territory, events, animals, man—are pro-

49. Clifford Possum himself has suggested that his work less involves "brain" 
than "heart" :a'Soon as I pick up my brushes, I got'm in my head.* What an amaz
ing brain he must have, I exclaimed, to be able to conceive such a complex image in 
advance of its creation. He gently corrected me. 'Not brain, Nakamarra.* He said to 
me, 'Not brain—heart*" (ibid., 185). 

50. In a quite stunning passage, Deleuze and Guattari affirm, along with Bergson 
and Darwin himself, the remarkable inventiveness—freedom—of even the most ap
parently dormant of life forms. Plant-becomings are evident everywhere for Bergson, 
and plants retain for him an incipient consciousness, a kind of elementary freedom 
linked to their possibilities of movement. Deleuze and Guattari, however, suggest that 
plants are contemplative, they have passions, they contract to produce sensations: 
"The plant contemplates by contracting the elements from which it originates—light, 
carbon, and the salts—and it fills itself with colors and odors that in each case qualify 
its variety, its composition: it is sensation in itself. It is as if flowers smell themselves 
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duced equally, without hierarchy, on the flat plane of canvas or 
board, the weather no more enveloping human and animal figures 
than being enveloped by them, humans no more the object of repre
sentation than the animals to which they are ancestrally connected, 
the earth no more a passive ground for the action of living agents 
than a living agent (or many) itself. 

These works exhibit a preoccupation with becoming, with dura
tion and the virtual. They are concerned above all with the time 
that passes and marks events but also with the time that marks eter
nity and the unchanging. They are concerned with that virtuality 
that constitutes history, cultural and natural memory, the memory 
of events, of seasons and their practices, of upheavals and changes, 
a history conserved and condensed into the present as the present's 
conditions for its own overcoming into a new future. These works 
represent a surveying-without-distance, an absolute survey, a self-
surveillance, in Ruyer's sense,51 a history both indigenous and alien, 
both autonomous and brutally colonized, a history now embedded 
in the land and the living creatures it supports, that the paintings 
celebrate even as they look forward to a time in which the earth is 
returned to them. Is this not precisely the kind of territorializing, 
deterritorializing, and reterritorializing structure, hovering between 
the animal and the human, between the earth and territory, that 
Deleuze has claimed is the basis of all the arts? And don't these 
indigenous artists, and the many others with their blazing vision 

by smelling what composes them, first attempts of vision or of sense of smell, before 
being perceived or even smelled by an agent with a nervous system and a brain" 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994:210). 

51. For Ruyer, sensations are the consequences the activities that do not them
selves require a sensibility to perceive them. Vision, hearing, smell, touch, and taste 
are sensory experiences, not mediated representations of the real, but the real itself 
in absolute self-proximity, true form: "It is a primary, 'true form as Ruyer defined 
it: neither Gestalt nor a perceived form but a form in itself that does not refer to any 
exterior point of view, any more than the retina or striated area of the cortex refers 
to another retina or cortical area: it is an absolute consistent form that surveys itself 
independently of any supplementary dimension, which does not therefore appeal to 
any kind of transcendence" (Deleuze and Guattari 1994:210). See both Ruyer 1952 
and, for an insightful elaboration of his claims, Bains 2002. 
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of the earth and its possibilities for life, make sensation the means 
by which their very culture and not just its arts can live again, 
live anew? Is this not a gesture to the multisensory unity of the 
arts where painting summons up and incites song and dance and 
where narratives, transformed into song, dance, musical rhythms 
and themes, become the very emblems or posters of the earth itself 
and the future life it might sustain? 

BECOMING COSMIC 

Painting has been about the visual and plastic image of the invis
ible forces of the earth, forces that are the combination of uni
versal forces regulating all the cosmos—gravitational forces, mag
netic forces, the force of light, and so on—and the historically 
contingent* eruption of life on earth in the particular forms it has 
taken—forces that are cellular, chromosomal, biological, regulated 
by impersonal cosmic forces through which evolution operates. 
Painting is one response, by no means the only possible one, to the 
dynamization of biologically regulated forces (forces of both the 
body and the Body without Organs) by cosmic forces, through the 
random production of excess. Life has no choice but to respond to 
these random cosmological forces, which it must incorporate into 
its morphology and behavior. In addition to the necessities imposed 
on life by these forces of the universe (to take as some obvious 
examples, the separation of day from night or light from dark, the 
separation of oceans and waters from the earth and dry land, the 
geological separation of continents and migrational pathways, the 
effects of specific regional, climatological and geographic features 
on life forms), there is also the production by these forces of an 
excess, of more than living creatures need to survival. 

Bare survival is rare in even the harshest climate and conditions: 
the more difficult the region, the more ingenuity and artistry is in
volved in the production of (random) qualities. The thorny moun
tain devil is capable of survival in even the driest of climates because 
it is able to live on the water generated only by condensation. Yet it 
does so much more than survive. Not only does it produce the most 
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vivid and striking colors and color changes, it has also perfected the 
theatrical arts of stillness and speed. And not only does it manage to 
survive in the most forbidding of conditions, it also inspires totemic 
identifications, it serves for many Aboriginal peoples, and through 
them, perhaps "Europeans," as an emblem, a Dreaming, of many 
of their own struggles and triumphs, both daily and historically. It 
is because there is an animal-becoming, a devil-becoming, in the 
coexistence of traditional groups and the thorny mountain lizards 
in a common terrain, where each fights in its own way, that human 
subjects become inscribed with animal-becomings, the movements, 
gestures, and habits of animal existence (which is not confined to 
the visual arts, but occurs above all in dance and music) and that 
animal, even lizard subjects, become endowed with human wishes 
and skills, wisdom, fortitude, cunning, calm, envy, gratitude. 

Cosmic forces—of climate, geography, temporality—impinge 
on, transform, and become the objects for living beings. We can 
understand these as the coming together, however uncomfortable, 
of an interior milieu with an exterior milieu, an unpulsed organic 
totality, and vibratory cosmic forces that generate the possibilities 
of expression and intensity. These living beings take what they need 
from the objects produced by such cosmic forces, but also more 
than they need. They extract that which may not be of survival 
value—colors, sounds, shapes—qualities that only emerge as such 
to the extent that they can be extracted or abstracted from the ob
jects in which they are found and taken from this excess to become 
pleasurable and intensifying qualities that can be used to adorn 
both territory and body. Territory and body only emerge as such to 
the extent that such qualities can be extracted. 

There is only earth rather than territory until qualities are let 
loose in the world. Qualities and territory coexist, and thus both 
are the condition for sexual selection and for art making—or per
haps for the art of sexual selection and equally the sexuality of art 
production. It is this excess, of both harnessable forces and of un
leashed qualities, that enables both art and sex to erupt, at the same 
evolutionary moment, as a glorification of intensity, as the produc
tion and elaboration of intensity for its own sake. Where art comes 
to use sensations, the condensation, purification, and exploration 
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of percepts and affects; sex comes to use embodied gestures, traces, 
connections from which the percept or affect may be born. It is 
because of the beauty of the thorny lizard, its peculiar epidermal 
geography, its characteristic ways of moving, its color intensifica
tions, that it serves to spur on human art making, which does not 
so much seek to imitate or represent it as to partake in some of 
those features and characteristics that allure and attract. 

Art is the process of making sensations live, of giving an autono
mous life to expressive qualities and material forms and through them 
affecting and being affected by life in its other modalities. As song
birds are themselves captivated by a tune sung by their most skillful 
and melodious rivals and fish are attracted to the most striking col
ors and movements of fish, even if these are not their own, so these 
qualities—melody, sonorous expression, color, visual expression— 
are transferable, the human borrows them from the treasury of 
earthly and animal excess. But art is not simply the expression of an 
animal past, a prehistorical allegiance with the evolutionary forces 
that make one; it is not memorialization, the celebration of a shared 
past, but above all the transformation of the materials from the past 
into resources for the future, the sensations unavailable now but 
to be unleashed in the future on a people ready to perceive and be 
affected by them. 

Cezanne yearns for a future in which the solidity of objects and 
forces can be felt, sensed, real; Bacon yearns for a future in which 
reality directly impacts the nervous system, where forces are lib
erated from their artistic boundaries; Papunya and Utopia artists 
yearn for peoples, Aboriginal and white, reconnected to their lands, 
no longer only through animals but through what the West has to 
offer them, through planes and cars, through Europe, as a world 
people, as custodians of a world-Dreaming. In making sensation 
live, each evokes a people and an earth to come, each summons up 
and pays homage to imperceptible cosmic forces, each participates 
in the (political) overcoming of the present and helps bring a new, 
rich, and resonating future into being. 
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