
On the Importance of the Imperfect Clone 

  



Prologue 

The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus together. Since each of us was several, there was already quite 
a crowd… We have assigned clever pseudonyms to prevent recognition…To make ourselves 
unrecognizable in turn. To render imperceptible, not ourselves, but what makes us act, feel, and 
think... To reach, not the point where one no longer says “I”, but the point where it is no longer 
of any importance whether one says “I”. We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We 
have been aided, inspired, multiplied. 

Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 
 

Deleuze forgets to pose the problem with the ambivalence found in all his other accounts of 
power—how affects are ruled by tyrants, molecular revolutions made fascist, and nomad war 
machines enrolled to fight for the state. Without it, he becomes Nietzsche’s braying ass, which 
says yes only because it is incapable of say no. 

Andrew Culp, Dark Deleuze 

 

I’ve been engaged in a long process of artistic- and personal-self evaluation. In the 

beginning, tasked with writing a paper discussing my work, I began navigating the brief history of 

my practice, trying to understand relationships between all of the art I’ve made and essentially 

forcing them through a single theoretical filter. Before long, I was confronted with one problem 

with my approach: as I had generated ideas for projects for the past two(ish) years, I was never 

really concerned with understanding how they were related to one another. I took for granted 

that my works would be necessarily interrelated, as I am a singular subject with a specific set of 

tendencies, a specific worldview, etc. But I was more caught up in the process of ideation than I 

was with actually engaging in a considered or thorough analysis of any one process or idea. If 

anything, I was actively trying to address how such a model for an art practice could function, 

what its politics were, and why it was important or interesting to me… 

By the end of my junior year, after having begun many projects that engaged in many 

different (tangentially-related at best) ideas, subjects, processes, etc., I ended up considering 

Deleuze and Guattari’s model of the rhizome as the appropriate theoretical and philosophically-



significant model for my own art practice. I was seduced by its seemingly Nietzschean 

dimensions, its emphasis on creativity, production and potential, and its vague relationship to 

what seemed like the progressively political edge of queer theory: a resistance to binaries, 

homogenized forms and ideas. This was a compelling, yet overly-taxing and complicated way to 

approach making objects, to consider an object-oriented art practice as its own conceptual, 

philosophically-charged artwork. It de-emphasized the existence of any single object, because 

the objects were just a means to talk around, demonstrate or illustrate the politics of a way of 

working, rather than build on a concept or philosophy as such. The objects were always already 

and necessarily facile. It was an Ouroboros of a working model. And as I began reading Andrew 

Culp’s Dark Deleuze, I realized that this way of working simply reflected and accelerated 

dominant paradigms to which I am very opposed1. So that model failed. I felt stretched to the 

limits of my own mental capacities as I tried to invent and re-invent wheels constantly. And while 

doing all of this was productive in its own way, allowing me to gain different perspectives and 

scratch the many itches of my curiosity, the fact still remained: I was only ever dipping into any 

project or idea, never really diving in to understand it and its relations to other artworks. 

The following paper results from my attempts at applying the “single theoretical filter” 

that I mentioned above to past artworks. In it, I consider the theoretical/political potential of 

form/idea I have called the “Imperfect Clone”. I try to define this term and its contemporary 

significance. (The argument has definite Modernist overtones.) I think these issues posed here 

rest somewhere within my work and the ways that I ideate in general, but I am not quite 

convinced that they define my practice. I see this paper as providing me with a conceptual 

foundation from which I may choose to build a tower, but which I feel free to abandon at any 



point. I see this paper as allowing me to step forward more confidently into more considered, 

singular terrain.  

On to the essay…2 

 

  



Introduction for Introducing Ideas to Be Discussed at Length in Body Paragraphs 
 

…In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of a single Province 
occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the entirety of a Province. In time, 
those Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, and the Cartographers Guilders struck a Map of 
the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it. 

Jorge Luis Borges, On Exactitude in Science 

 
What are “media”? What does it mean to “mediate”? To be mediated? These are 

questions I find myself increasingly concerned with.  It is in Borges’ short short story, On the 

Exactitude of Science (Del rigor en la ciencia), that the author purports the history of an “Empire” 

that creates a map of itself at a one-to-one scale. Originally published in 1946, Borges’ story is 

read as an extremely prescient tale about mediation. This is the story of an Empire who converts 

and replicates itself so “exactly” that there is virtually no difference between original, physical 

reality and its conversion, or “mediation”. The map-as-mediated-content becomes the 

seamlessly-simulated skin of the original Empire. The map perfectly performs the Empire at at 

least the level of surface. The map is the Empire. 

Is this not the world with which we are more and more effectively engaged? In this text, 

Borges considers a society which has created a perfect (2-dimensional) reproduction of itself—a 

perfect clone. I would like to argue that, with the technological advancement and propagation of 

mediating technologies today, we are creating an ever-more perfect (or, to borrow the term from 

Borges’ English translation, “exact”) clone of our now-global Empire. In this paper I will define 

terms like “media” and “mediated content”, and speak to some of the contemporary conditions 

of mediation. I will then define the term “Imperfect Clone” and consider the contemporary 

significance of this idea. I will conclude by discussing my own work in relation to these ideas, and 

provide a few brief case studies which should help illustrate and expand on these concepts.  
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Part One: The Defining of Terms 

In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing all things as a means of control, it 
is sometimes a bit of shock to be reminded that, in operational and practical fact, the medium is 
the message. This is merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium—
that is, of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs 
by each extension of ourselves, or by any new technology. 

From Understanding Media: 
The Extensions of Man, Marshall McCluhan  

(“The Medium is the Message”) 
 

First things first: the defining of terms. In-line with McCluhan, I consider “media” to be 

any tools or objects which perform work on the behalf of human beings. They are extensions of 

the body. However, this use of the term media brings together a myriad of things, ranging from 

books to bags to signs to cars to shoes to butlers… The list goes on. While I recognize that 

McCluhan’s use is valuable because it considers more thoroughly all of the things which 

“mediate” (or act as the literal “medium”, middle-point between) things—namely, people and 

labor—this use of the word is too broad for my purposes.  

Here, I am using “media” to mean specifically “indexical” media/mediating technologies. 

That is to say, I will be focusing mostly on media that effectively/convincingly record life. By 

“mediated content”, I am talking primarily about visual and aural products that come from some 

form of indexical mediation. Without getting into a theoretical discussion about “indexicality”, 

by indexical, I simply mean when something imprints itself into or onto a mediating technology 

that can then re-present the original thing. So a few examples of “mediated content” includes 

photographs as they exist in frames and in books, the images in television shows, films and 

movies, and audio recordings. “Indexical mediating technologies” include instruments such as 

still- and moving-image cameras, screens, television sets, cassettes and cassette players, turn 

tables and the like. Traditionally, we call a camera “indexical” because it physically “indexes”, or 



stores, light onto a negative to create an image. It is true that, as pencils, paint, paper and the 

like have gotten better, they have allowed for more lifelike renderings, but I am more concerned 

with technologies which have made believable, “lifelike renderings” all along by virtue of their 

mechanics. 

  



Part Two: Stainless Glass Windows, an Eyesore 

Abstraction today is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror or the concept. Simulation 
is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a substance. It is the generation by models 
of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory no longer precedes the map, nor 
survives it… it is the map that precedes the territory… It is the real, and not the map, whose 
vestiges subsist here and there, in the deserts which are no longer those of the Empire, but our 
own. 

Jean Beaudrillard, Simulations and Simulacra 
 
 
Realistic means: discovering the causal complexes of society / unmasking the prevailing view of 
things as the view of those who are in power / writing from the standpoint of the class which 
offers the broadest solutions for the pressing difficulties in which human society is caught up / 
emphasizing the element of development / making possible the concrete, and making possible 
abstraction from it. 

Bertolt Brecht on “Popularity” and “Realism” 

 
More often than not, when something gets mediated, this mediation creates an illusion 

which distances the viewer from the Real reality of the content. That is, in the Brechtian sense, 

the content’s economic and material reality—the reality of the means of production and 

dissemination. An easy example of this can be found in the case of a television show. Let’s 

consider the “popular” (not the in the Brechtian sense) show The Office. 

 

http://www.cinemablend.com/television/Steve-Carell-Return-Office-Finale-All-54745.html


Here, in a seamless fashion, famous, well-paid actors become white collar nine-to-fivers, 

who then become moving frames in a camera and eventually moving light on a screen. At no 

point in this transaction are the material facts of actorness, famousness, richness, cameraness, 

frameness, lightness, or screenness revealed to the audience. That is, the show never makes it a 

point to cue the viewer into the reality of Steve Carell’s status as Steve Carell, nor the active 

participation of the camera in capturing and framing the visual narrative, nor the writers who 

craft the dialogue, nor the musicians who play the backing tracks (even the credits sequences at 

the end of most shows seem to get shorter, virtually cut out themselves); not to mention that, 

outside of the domain of the show, the television itself does very little to assert its televisionocity, 

its status as an object with its own mechanics that produce color and light and sound4. These are 

the common material relations for most all popular television shows, and are not “bad” ipso 

facto5. 

To further my point, I think it's important to mention something painfully obvious about 

the trajectory of any mediating technology from its invention onwards: the "perfection" of that 

mediating technology. As mediating technologies (e.g. Video and audio recording hardware and 

software, printing technologies including printers, inks, and papers, etc.) have gotten "better" at 

documenting and reproducing sensory space, they have become more effective at hiding their 

mediation; picture planes become increasingly effective as “windows” (or maps), supplanting the 

Real. Mediating forces are more and more effectively invisible. The most obvious examples of 

this are the compulsive-yet-illusive uses of Photoshop in advertisement and fashion (specifically 

to make things look hyper-real, strangely “better” than the real thing), movies made in "Real-D 

3-D” (breaking one of the most fundamental elements of past mediation: the conversion of 3-

http://www.fame10.com/entertainment/cast-of-the-office-how-much-are-they-worth-now/?streamview=all


dimensional lived life into 2-dimensional mediated life for the screen), and hyper-high-fidelity 

sound recording and mixing technologies (which are also getting better at providing authentic 3-

dimensional sound experiences, as is the case with ASMR and other binaural content). 

(Photoshopped McDonald’s ad) 

People watching a 3D movie (Society of the Spectacle 2.0) 

http://maxzoglio1.blogspot.com/2014/12/deceptive-fast-food-advertisements.html
http://avatarblog.typepad.com/avatar-blog/2010/04/do-avatar-3d-glasses-from-the-movies-work-at-home-.html


 

Still of “ASMRtist” performing ASMR with a binaural microphone; the 3Dio very accurately 
mimics the way human ears perceive sound. 

 

We can easily contrast “old” media (pre-80s, let’s say) with contemporary media to 

highlight my point. When we consume “old” photographs, films, records, etc., we may feel 

nostalgia for the past—even when it’s a past that we haven’t directly experienced. We are acutely 

aware of its being “old”. This is because old media show their marks of mediation much more 

clearly than the media of today. The textural, material qualities of the content itself dates and 

announces its mediation. In the case of cassettes and records, an inherent part of the experience 

(and charm) of listening to them is a heightened awareness of the medium itself—you hear the 

hiss, the record bumps, skips, and scratches. While this may simply be a matter of perspective 

(surely in 30 years the mediated content of today will bear the marks of contemporary 

mediation), the fact remains: any media of the past reveals itself more obviously as a product of 

technology rather than purely, or primarily, as content.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ajjQ8qp3D0c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wogqs6mej6o


Examples of Vernacular Photos through Time: 
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This shift tends to be not only aesthetically unsettling, but is also political: I am not simply denied, 

more and more, in a passive sense, the aesthetic and psychic pleasure of seeing a mediated 

reality for what it really is—a mediated reality—the mediated reality of today more and more 

actively contributes to my ignorance of its mediation, of its material and technological 

construction.  

Historically, people have tended to mistake (or simply understand) indexically-mediated 

content as depicting real life. We speak about a woman in a photo as if she is actually in the room. 

The discourse surrounding "the myth of photographic truth" proves this point... But this is clearly 

not the case.  Given our current perspective, we can certainly see that while the media of yore 

failed at depicting(creating?) truth by accurately portraying real life in an objective and 

naturalistic sense—making, instead, its color odd and its texture grainy—this failure created a 

necessary (and beautiful) aesthetic distance between the viewer and the mediated form. I am 

not suggesting that people now cannot tell the difference, in a material sense, between real 

physical life and, say, their favorite television program, online or off. I simply argue that, as a 

result of the advancement of recording and distribution (i.e. “mediating”) technologies, today's 

media (especially popular, mass media and especially at the level of surface—think all of social 

media and most all contemporary television programs) more effectively replaces my physical 

reality than the media of even the ‘90s resembled and replaced the physical reality of the ‘90s. 

Our reality becomes more and more effectively “virtual”, in a Baudrillardian sense. 

It is for these reasons that I believe a Modernism-inspired project of concretely dealing 

with the mediating forces of cultural products is critically important today. We now live, love, 

laugh, and labor in the hyper-real dimensions of the Internet, social media, and corporate 



television, where Instagram filters, image mega-enhancement, and hyper-high resolution have 

become second-hand, naturalized, and even preferred parts of consuming mediated content.7 

Not only does the idea of “the window” apply to the material qualities of so much mediated 

content, it applies to the ideological qualities of this content as well. How can we dirty the 

window to reveal its presence and effects? 

  



Part Three: Noise as the Sight-Site for Sore Eyes 

If music is like a language, if it communicates some kind of emotional or spiritual message, then 
noise is best defined as interference, something which blocks transmission, jams the code, 
prevents sense from being made. The subliminal message of most music is that the universe is 
essentially benign, that if there is sadness or tragedy, this is resolved at the level of some higher 
harmony. Noise troubles this worldview. 

Simon Reynolds, “Noise” in Blissed Out: 
The Raptures of Rock 

 
A noise is a sound we don’t want to hear. 

Mary Russo and Daniel Warner, Rough Music, 
Futurism, and Postpunk Industrial Noise Bands 

 
Grain is an essential component of the photographic image—without it, there is no 

photographic image. We call a photograph with a lot of grain “noisy”. Conventionally speaking, 

we “don’t want to hear” grain too much. And why is quiet grain preferable to noisy grain? 

Because it interrupts the seamless transmission of the image as content, rather than the image 

as material construction. “Hide the mechanical labor!” insists he who quiets the grain, “the photo 

is louder than the image!” But grain is beautiful… 

In The Art of Noise, Luigi Russolo conceives of noise as a way to encourage listeners to 

confront a present reality rather than engage in the “divine myth” afforded by harmony.   

…man was thoroughly amazed by the first sounds he obtained out of a hole in reeds or a stretched 
string. Primitive people attributed to sound a divine origin. It became surrounded with religious 
respects…. Thus was developed the conception of sound as something apart, different from, and 
independent of life. The result was music: a fantastic world superimposed upon reality, an 
inviolable and sacred world….  
 

A true Futurist embracing the Industrial Revolution’s promise of a new new world, Russolo 

recognized and appreciated the revolution’s creation of its own new, noisy aesthetic, as factories 

and mills churned out products in warehouses with large workforces using loud machines. For 

Russolo, a music that harnessed noise similarly, then, dealt more realistically (in the Brechtian 

sense) with the social and material conditions of the time, while a conventional, tonal music 



operated more as a Platonic, ideal abstraction. “Noise” was seen as a resistance to the force of 

“music”, as it overcame the conventionally-preferred-but-illusive quality of “sound”. It is not 

difficult to transpose this idea visually, and, considered thusly, noise is one useful analog(y) for 

getting at the idea of the “imperfect clone”8. The imperfect clone is the noisy image, the loud 

photograph, the muddy reproduction. The imperfect clone is an image whose mediation is 

foregrounded, resisting the “divine myth” afforded by the hyper- or virtual reality of 

“harmonious” visual media. 



Part Four: My Imperfect Clones 

As I have been reflecting on my practice, I have been able to suss out one connective 

thread: a concern with using mass-mediated content subversively. I have tried to find ways to 

return these media, and the experience of these media/technologies to the human in some way, 

rather than revel in the form and capabilities of media, internetworking, and digital technologies. 

Instead of simply stressing the ubiquitous presence—in the full “newness-hereness-nowness” 

sense of the word—and rhizomatic qualities of mass media content as it exists on- and offline, I 

aim to engage in a more thorough reflection of my relationship to media and mediating forces 

(formally as well as metaphysically), creating, in turn, objects which may allow others to reflect 

on their relationships to media as well. I think that this can be accomplished in a few ways… 

One way—the way that this paper has considered most thoroughly—is on the level of 

perception. Specifically, creating a situation that uses media’s material (in the real “matter” sense 

of the word) in a way that activates a viewer's sense of perception. To point to examples of my  



 

Dakota Higgins, Imperfect Clone9, 2015. 

own work, I have made images composed of Ben-Day dots—the atomic structure of mediated, 

massively distributed content—to create optical illusions and tensions between abstraction and 

figuration, and have used the built-in settings of cathode-ray tube televisions to create gradients 

of static. For me, these gestures return a certain awareness to a viewer, her body, and the 

materials I use. For me, the “subversive” dimension is perhaps found in the fact that it is precisely 

this awareness that is often times denied the viewer by the very subject matter (content) that I 



am using.  In these two examples, the practical use of the Ben-Day dots is to generate an image 

but remain invisible; the visual controls of the television are meant to correct the image on-

screen, but remain invisible. I aim to use these and other related elements of media as materials 

and contents themselves… I do not want to argue that these gestures somehow make objects 

more “real” than those whose mediation is invisible, reveal a realer Real, or that we no longer 

have access to the real as a result of the contemporary conditions of mediation. My goal here is 

more simply to explain and defend my own interests in dealing with certain real conditions of 

mediated objects that tend to be left out or avoided in favor of the invisibly-mediated object. I 

also do not want to claim that this is what the works are “about”, but rather that the idea of the 

imperfect clone is one dimension within which these works are engaged.  

 



More Examples:  

Screenshot of Instagram post of artwork Woman Looking at Camera (High-End Drum) and 

Woman Looking at Camera (Midrange Flatbed) 



Practical Procedures (title of the series/project) 

 



These images were taken straight from a book titled Practical Procedures in Aesthetic Plastic 

Surgery. As a result, one can see the Ben-Day dots that compose them, and in this sense the 

photos may be said to defy the perfect surface standard. In a way, the images themselves are 

about a type of human mediation: plastic surgery is about the mediation of one’s body to attain 

a false idea(l) of “Perfection”, as I claim is the conventional function photography itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 and 50 Images 

This series was way for me to reclaim the mediating forces of the camera and the algorithms of 

Photoshop. I created a still life of a lightbulb in a champagne flute, photographed it, used 

Photoshop to automatically generate mutations of the image, and finally re-composed 

Photoshop’s interpretation of my original work. The subtle changes in forms promote a more 

careful consideration of the forms throughout the series of 50 images, while their manipulation 

is also foregrounded. 

 



Flaccid Ladder  

This work deals with mediation and the idea of imperfect cloning more abstractly. When using 

the material antithesis for the ladder (rubber instead of metal), the object of the ladder is 

highlighted as its function is undermined through the process of (imperfect) 

mediation/replication.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Static 

Video install created from a number of commercial 

advertisements cut up to read the 10 commandments. This work 

becomes “imperfect” because it resists using the content (tv 

commercials) in a passive way, highlighting, illustratively, the 

relationship between a body and commercial, media content. 

Ideally this allows for insight/philosophical consideration of this 

relationship rather than simply replicating/reproducing this 

relationship. 

 

 

 

 

  

https://vimeo.com/125874253


Antithesis 

I want to use one artist as a counterpoint to the arguments I'm trying to make for my own 

work: Parker Ito. Ito has a series of photographic(?) work which uses the same material that street 

signs are made of as a substrate, so that when light hits the prints, the intense reflectivity of the 

surface alters the way the works look. I bring this project up because it can be too easily argued 

to be a part of a similar project of imperfect cloning, creating a heightened perceptual experience 

in the viewer, and thusly a critical relationship to the mediated object. But I want to turn that 

argument on its head. The reality of this series is not that it is self-aware of its relationship to its 

viewers as human beings, but rather as cameras. In other words, Ito's works do not anticipate so 

much my human eyes perceiving them as much as they anticipate the eye of the camera 

photographing them with and without a flash. The obvious critique of this kind of anticipation is 

that it simply "reflects" contemporary conditions of image circulation—the precise conditions 

that contribute to and accelerate the virtual reality that I mentioned above and aim to 

problematize. The work is simply ready to be photographed in perfect-product fashion, to be 

massively distributed online and in printed publications. 

  







 



 



 

This brings me back to discussing my own work. I hope that I can create situations that 

can allow for this kind of mediation-reveal in different ways, some more literal or physical, some 

more abstract/symbolic (though all of these methods are, on some levels, inter-related and co-

dependent conceptually and materially). Instead of falling into (or perpetuating) the sublime 

objects of the (inter)net(work), television, or any other mass media platform,  I am trying to 

meditate on, and, at the very least, speculate about mass media’s formal, perceptual, and 

psychological dimensions and impact. I don't want to make work which glorifies or stands in awe 

of the sublime quality of digital technologies or media spheres or networking and connectivity, 

or make work that forces a viewer stand in such awe. I instead want to create work that 

repositions the viewer as human, allowing one to be present in an experiential/physiological and 

cognitive ways. I’m not interested in making work that illustrates the relationship between 

humans and technologies, or make work that simply demonstrates that this relationship is “bad”, 

but rather work that interrogates this relationship, hopefully allowing for some critical reflection 

on it. I repeat: not only does “the window” apply to the material qualities of so much mediated 

content, it also applies to the ideological qualities of this content as well. How can I dirty the 

window to reveal its presence and affects? 

 

 

 

 



Further Examples 

*There are many people engaging in this idea of imperfect cloning, though this isn’t really 
the way I’ve seen any artist frame their own work. It might be a trend in contemporary art, though 
I’m unsure to what extent this specific conversation is being had… 
 

1. Hito Steyerl is one of the most relevant cultural producers relative to this idea of the 

Imperfect Clone. Her essay, In Defense of the Poor Image, is highly related to the thesis of this 

paper, though not identical. In it, Steyerl takes a Marxist-economical stance on “’poor’ 

images” (the use of the word “poor” is not arbitrary in this sense), noting its ties to the 

proletariat and marks of use value and accessibility, 

The poor image is a copy in motion. Its quality is bad, its resolution substandard. It is a ghost of 
an image… an itinerant image distributed for free… compressed, reproduced, ripped, remixed, 
copied and pasted into other channels of distribution. The poor image is a rag or a rip; an AVI or 
a JPEG, a lumpen proletarian in the class society of appearances, ranked and valued according to 
its resolution. The poor image has been uploaded, downloaded, shared, reformatted and 
reedited. It transforms quality into accessibility and exhibition value into cult value…. The image 
is liberated from the vaults of cinemas and archives and thrust into digital uncertainty, at the 
expense of its own substance. 
 

Like Steyerl, I too defend "poor images", but not for the same reasons. I’m not so much interested 

in the economic politics of the “poor image” as much as I am interested in the structural-aesthetic 

politics of the poor image. The Imperfect Clone isn’t necessarily “poor” because it is low 

resolution (though this may certainly be part of it), the Imperfect Clone is poor because it fails to 

meet the invisible-medium standard. It’s poor because it shows you its mediation—or mediation 

itself is somehow a part of the image’s surface/formal content. 

2. Artie Vierkant and The Image-Object Post Internet. I understand this essay is largely about 

how copies operate as originals or have their own autonomy or agency. To elaborate on an 

example provided by the text: When you watch a lo-res, cam-recorded bootleg of a movie, 



you are definitely aware of the fact that you are watching a lo-res, cam-recorded bootleg of 

a movie that, if it weren’t for the fact that the movie was a lo-res cam-recorded bootleg, you 

would otherwise simply look through, taking its mediation for granted. Such a taking-for-

granted is something that the cam-recorder simply does not allow for.  

Artie Vierkant’s work considers the sights of documentation and reproduction. He 

manipulates the official documentation of his work to create abstraction that distances the 

viewer from the real site of the exhibition, bringing them closer to the real site of the 

publication. The subversive, “imperfect 

clone” quality of this work is that it denies 

a use of the camera that does everything 

to be as neutral as possible. Art 

documentation is one of the biggest 

culprits of the invisible medium standard. 

It tries to assume the most neutral position 

possible to allow replication of the original 

artwork to be seamless. Artie Vierkant’s 

work addresses the fallacy of the totally 

neutral camera and site of documentation, 

and allows the reproduction of his original, 

in-gallery work to be a work itself10. 

 

 



I would like to conclude with a non-art reference that demonstrates my ideas about the 

imperfect clone11.  

A recurring motif in television and cinema is the trouble that clones bring about. (See: The 

Spider Man Clone saga http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/ComicBook/TheCloneSaga as 

one interesting example of this dilemma being the premise for an entire episodic series.) There 

are many examples in which a character is confronted with perfect clones of another character, 

be it friend of foe, and has to target the original or face doom. It is at this moment where the 

imperfection of a clone becomes especially significant.  

In season 2, episode 14 of the popular children’s show, SpongeBob SquarePants, 

SpongeBob draws a portrait of himself with a magical pencil. The drawing then becomes 

“animated”. It comes to life. The resultant being is dubbed 

“DoodleBob” by its Creator.   

 

 

 

 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/ComicBook/TheCloneSaga


It becomes apparent quickly that this 

imperfect clone of SpongeBob is evil—out for blood 

even. But, alas! It is precisely DoodleBob’s 

shabbiness that makes him the easily-identified 

target and source of evil. We know that he is not 

the true SpongeBob, even though he would like us 

to believe it. (Towards the end of the episode, 

DoodleBob momentarily acquires speech to tell SpongeBob, “You Doodle Bob. ME SpongeBob!”) 

This situation can be contrasted with a television trope that tvtropes cites as “Ambiguous 

Cloning”. Essentially, the idea is that, through the process of cloning, characters are confused as 

to the “true” identity of a cloned character. Sometimes cloned characters themselves are 

confused about which one of themselves is “real”. I ask again, half-joking, half-sincere: is this not 

the world with which we are ever-more effectively engaged? 

 It is with this question that I leave us to consider the importance of the imperfect clone. 

  

tvtropes.org


 

Endnotes: 

1. In his book, Culp provides thoughtful criticism of the typical reading of Deleuze’s work, arguing foran 

emphasis on the more negative characteristics of his thought rather than those that establish his 

“canon of joy”, which have, in Zizek’s words, made him a “poster child for the cultural excesses of 

postmodern capitalism.”  

2. Fair warning, I think and write in asides, so there are many of these superscripted side notes. I keep 

them because they are conceptually important to the paper, overusing and highlighting elements of 

the form of a medium (in this case, a written essay) to talk about its status as a non-neutral, material 

plane. 

3. The contemporary equivalent of Borges’ fabled map. Though it does not physically stretch over the 

land, Google Maps is something like an immaterial one-to-one scale of virtually the entire planet. 

There are even ways for people to thoroughly engage in Google’s recreation of the globe, such as the 

Zombie Outbreak Simulator, MapsTD (tower defense), and State of Choas games, not to mention the 

(briefly) wildly popular game Pokemon GO (see more here) 

4. In line with this example, it was the 

Structuralists who aimed to heighten a 

viewer’s relationship to these material 

facts and conditions of the production 

of a film. Examples of this ranged from 

stressing the movement and object-

status of the camera and the subjectivity of the cameraperson, consistent breaking of “the fourth 

wall”, revealing the set on which the actors perform, etc. These gestures are exemplified in Godard’s 

http://www.class3outbreak.com/
http://www.mapstd.com/
http://chaosinyourtown.com/
http://www.pokemongo.com/
http://www.noupe.com/development/collection-of-the-coolest-uses-of-the-google-maps-api.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Er206-cGHAo


Weekend. (Link to video embedded in photo.) In this scene, the long pan across the traffic jam 

emphasizes the presence of the camera and the quality “pan-ness”.  

5. The distance that is created here through mediation in this way simply allows a viewer to be absorbed 

into a Constructed Reality—the reality constructed through our real economic/material life’s 

mediation. If these afore-mentioned elements were to rear their heads at every step of the way, I, the 

viewer, would simply be too distracted to know “what’s going on” in the mythos of the show—a world 

that might be rich and well-worth being absorbed into. For me as an artist, however, it is important 

to analyze and re-present, more concretely, some of these mediating forces. I do this in hopes to 

create a distance that allows myself and the viewer of my work to become acutely aware of the 

constructed-reality status6 of the media I’m using. It is important for me to seize these components 

to consider them formally/aesthetically (i.e., in terms of visual pleasure), physically/dimensionally (i.e. 

in terms of their real, tangible presence), and metaphysically (i.e. in terms of their philosophical impact 

or significance). Though it is an old, and probably tired position, I’m interested in revealing the 

presence of “the window”. That is, the invisible, faux-neutral, taken-for-granted portal that separates 

me from what I’m looking at. I’m concerned with making this window something that you can look 

onto, rather than through.  

6.  When I say “constructed reality”, I do not mean so much that what is being depicted is a fabrication 

or fiction. Though this may be the case, what I really mean by “constructed” has more to do with the 

material processes of how the depictions got to being depicted, not whether or not the depictions are 

of a “true”, factual, objective reality.  

7. It is interesting and important here to note the prevalence of “retro” filters and processing on 

contemporary images. Instagram is a prime culprit of this. It may seem that the ubiquity of 

photographs on Instagram that mimic 70s film photography defeats my thesis—how can such an 

expansive social media platform be so wrapped up in the virtual, non-real, as I am claiming it does, if 



it is saturated with images that mimic the “necessary and beautiful aesthetic distance” from the 

viewer that I claim to be so important? It is precisely that saturated simulation which keeps them 

within the realm of virtual reality. Within the context of Instagram, there is an expectation created 

that many images will look “old”. In this case, the otherwise potentially progressive politics of the 

“old”, imperfect clone, become taken for granted, negligible, “perfect” for Instagram—fitting. 

8. Note that many visual and aural descriptors are used interchangeably. That is, sounds and visuals may 

be equally described as bright, deep, light, dark, psychedelic, wet, smooth, muddy, clear, etc. 

9. This work and title were part of the inspiration for this paper. For this artwork specifically, I was 

thinking about the imperfect use of the clone tool to produce the optical effect, hence the title 

“Imperfect Clone.” A more thorough consideration of that term began to lead me down the road 

which you are now traveling. 

10. Ironically, Vierkant under-emphasizes the material significance of his project. He denounces New 

Media for “relying too heavily on the specific materiality of its media.” However, his work clearly deals 

with the material relations of the photograph and exhibited artwork. (He even points out the fact that 

his essay is a PDF, leading with “This PDF is to serve as an extended statement of artistic purpose….” 

This gesture, too, highlights the material status of the work he is doing, as a PDF is specific material 

form of a text, digitally on a screen and physically as a print-out.) While contemporary exhibitions 

might just function as photo-ops—vehicles for publicity—Vierkant reminds us that the site of the 

publication is not a window into the reality of the exhibition—an idea that most official art 

documentation takes for granted. 

11. For more examples of this work, see artists: Lucas Blalock, Michael Robinson, Robert Heineken, 

Sturtevant, Daniel Gordon, Michele abeles, Victoria Fu, Emmeline de Mooji, Hannah Whitaker, 

Mathew Porter, Sara Cwynar, Anthony Bogush, Anne de Vries, Clurie Reid, Petra Cortright’s video 

experiments… 



Annotated Bibliography 

 

Bertolt Brecht, Popularity and Realism, 1938 

Brecht is a canonically-significant theorist and playwright. This an essay in which Brecht 

discusses his notions of the “popular” and the “real” as they relate to cultural products. 

He mentions that, rather than simply appealing to and being consumed by the masses, 

something that is “popular” should really “be in the interest of the people, of the broad 

working masses... actually of service to [them],… absolutely comprehensible and 

profitable to them.” For him, realism has less to do with the mimetic qualities of a work, 

and more with “discovering the causal complexes of society…emphasizing the element of 

development….” This is important for my paper because some of the ideas I’m talking 

about deal with turning content that is popular in the conventional sense into content 

that is popular in the Brechtian sense; fighting “realistic”, mimetic qualities to make 

mediated content Brechtian-real. 

Russolo, Luigi, Robert Filliou, and Francesco Balilla Pratella. The Art of Noise: Futurist Manifesto, 

1913. New York: Something Else, 1967. Print. 

Luigi Russolo is one of the first people to theorize about noise music. As a Futurist, he was 

considering the noisy byproducts of Industrialization as a force that could propel people 

into the future. It was problematic to him that people were content with the harmony 

and music theory that was generated in the past. (“The Greeks, with their musical theory 

mathematically determined by Pythagoras, according to which only some consonant 

intervals were admitted, have limited the domain of music….”) Russolo’s thesis is on the 



political significance of aural noise; in many ways I am talking about the political 

significance of visual noise.  

Steyerl, Hito. “In Defense of the Poor Image.” e-flux 10 (2009): Web. 

Hito Steyerl is a significant contemporary artist and theorist who has written a lot about 

the “post-internet” climate. She had a recent video installation featured at the Museum 

of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, called Factory of the Sun. In this essay, Steyerl talks 

about how digitally-noisey images are important because this means that they have been 

used by/belong to “the people”—do-it-yourselfers, non-professionals, everyday people. I 

use her in my essay because I too am talking about “poor images”—this idea is related to 

my ideas about the “imperfect clone”.  

Vierkant, Artie, The Image Object Post-Internet, 2010 

Artie Vierkant got his MFA at UCSD and is represented by New Galerie in Paris. His writings 

have been included in publications such as the October Journal. This essay is one of the 

seminal “post-internet” texts. In it, Vierkant discusses “the post internet climate”, 

mentioning that, in it, “it is assumed that the work of art lies equally in the version of the 

object one would encounter at a gallery or museum, the images and other 

representations disseminated through the Internet and print publications, bootleg 

images… variations on any of these as edited and recontextualized by any other author.” 

For me, his work deals so much with the integrity of the original, and how copies have 

their own agency, or can be autonomous in their own way. This paper is also dealing with 

the agency of the copy, or “clone”. 
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