Exploring Object-Making and Installation in relation to Michael Fried’s theory of ‘Absorption’
and ‘Theatricality’

When fine art pieces are described or labelled ‘theatrical’, this can, by some, be meant to
disparage, exclude the work from this realm, or lower its position in the hierarchy of fine art
value: as Michael Fried says, “Art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theatre.”" At
the same time, the theatrical and scenographic are essential tools for installation work that
utilises illusions and simulations or object-making that explores the creation of replicas and
props. Fried’s influential categorisation of ‘absorption’ and ‘theatricality’ as entirely opposing
and separate concepts, in his 1980 study of French painting, negates the authenticity and
value of theatricality as an artistic practice. This essay attempts to do two things: it seeks to
explore and map Fried’s theory, drawing on recent critics of Fried and highlighting potential
inconsistencies or problems, especially as regards the separation of the two concepts; it
then introduces examples of installation work from my own experience that challenge this
separation in different ways. It concludes by reviewing ideas of absorption and theatricality
as separate entities in the context of the present day. As many have discussed, Fried’s
theory requires the ability to identify an image or artwork as either reality or fiction, and as we
navigate the thin border between these, a natural next step may be to examine this
requirement in times of Al-generated illusions, deep fakes, and fake news, where identifying

reality becomes seemingly impossible.

In examining the relationship between installation art and the theatrical, one cannot escape
the influence of Michael Fried’s theories of absorption and theatricality, where in a series of
rigorously contextual readings of individual works, including Vien's Marchande a la toilette,
Fragonard's Coresits et Callirhoe, and David's Belisaire, Fried demonstrates the crucial
importance of this issue in the evolution of French painting during the last decades of the
Ancien Régime. Through his analysis, Fried establishes absorption as the highest quality to
which an artwork could aspire. Absorption is described as a state where the subjects are so
deeply enthralled in their own activities, that they are rendered oblivious to the possibility of
being observed by the artist and have no “consciousness of being beheld” by the viewer of
the painting.? In this sense they have established for themselves “a mode of pictorial unity”.?
A work cannot attain absorption (and therefore becomes theatrical) when it becomes clear to
the subject and/or beholder that it has been manipulated and made with the intention of the

artist to produce an effect.

" Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), p.164.

2 Michael Fried, ‘Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot’ (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1980), p.100. 3 Fried, p.101.



From this standpoint, still-life (which could be considered a forerunner to instillation and
object-making), would seem to offer the model of absorption. No bow! of fruit runs the risk of
looking self-conscious; no vase of flowers can be understood as posing for its audience.
However, this was in fact not Fried’s view. As the subjects of still-life paintings are, according
to him, “literally incapable of evincing awareness of the beholder” only paintings of
“conscious agents...fully capable of evincing awareness of the beholder” can truly deny the
presence of the beholder and thus be absorbing. The still-life cannot do this .2 For Fried, this
extends its application to sculpture and installation, as the object (whether depicted in stilllife
painting, or existing as an object in itself) inevitably tends towards the theatrical. The
“inanimate object” Fried says, makes “the artistic and presentational aspects [...] all the more
obtrusive by imposing almost desperate demands on technique and by calling attention to
the fact that the objects depicted were chosen [...] arranged [...] illuminated [...] and in

general exhibited [...] to the beholder” by the artist. #

Where does this place the modern installation in the hierarchy of value defined by
absorption? Especially when installation rests on the inanimate object? The logic of Fried’s
analysis would make installation an example of “the theatrical” and thus less valuable; it
cannot attain a removal from the world outside and cannot overcome what would otherwise
seem the irreducible theatricality of art — the fact that all artworks are made to be beheld.
However this can, of course, be said to be equally true of all paintings, even absorbing ones.
How, without being chosen and depicted by the painter, does anything ever get into a
painting without intention? The radicalization, literalization, execution, embodiment of true
absorption, is art intended to produce no effect on the beholder, but, as Fried himself
reminds us, this becomes impossible to fulfil: “the conviction of unity and necessity [...] is
itself the product of an attempt to affect the beholder in a certain way”.°The aesthetic
problem with absorption then becomes how to create anti-theatrical works of art when the

very effort to do so (indeed, any effort at all) registers as theatrical.

Roland Barthes’ work, The Death of the Author © has been thought to offer a possible

theoretical solution to the problem. The ‘death of the author’ comes not as a result of denying
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Curtis in The Theatricality of the Everyday.
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that the maker’s efforts took place, but by establishing the complete divorce of those efforts
from the meaning of the work of art itself. The ontological irrelevance of the artist’s intentions,
whatever they are, makes it unnecessary to deny that they had any. While this theoretical
argument solves a certain aesthetic problem in Fried, it also raises another: if the artist’s
intentions never matter, and the meaning of the work is dependant on, as Barthes saw it, the
beholder’s interpretation how can any work of art be more, or less, absorbing another?
Barthes’ death of the author, utilised as absorption's own theoretical solution, turns out to
become part of its crisis, threatening to redefine rather than preserve the absorptive project.
“The theoretical solution (to absorption) is the transformation of absorption’s aesthetic
indifference to the beholder, into a total reliance on the beholder”” making it, in Fried’s terms,
entirely theatrical. As Annie Curtis points out: “Theatricality is, from this standpoint, not
exactly — or not only — the opposite of absorption; it is the inevitable outcome of the

radicalization of the logic of absorption.”®

Annie Curtis in The Theatricality of The Everyday responds to and critiques Fried’s concepts,
by examining photographic works that play with the tenuous space where absorption and
theatricality overlap and are, as she puts it, radicalized. They are works that are, at once,
both a “scene of representation and the act of presentation”,® exploring the tension in the
two-dimensional avenue of immersive art that Fried insisted upon. One of the artists

analysed in her text is Jeff Wall:
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Fig. 1: Jeff Wall, Picture for Women, 1979 (cibachrome transparency on light box, 204.5 x 142.5cm), Paris, Centre
Georges Pompidou.

In Wall’'s 1979 Picture for Women, the manipulations of scale, composition and backlighting
(the light bulbs that descend diagonally into a kind of photographic one-point perspective)
helps to create the illusionism characteristic of Wall’s lit-up tableaus. They suggest quite
literally a “window onto the world that we look through, rather than at”'°. In this way, our
reading of the image is identified as largely unmediated, ‘ready-to-hand’ in that we barely
notice its framing at all. Yet at the same time, the image engages in an overt awareness of its
own mediation, both in the inclusion of the camera (artist) alongside the subject, and in its
compositional and material properties. As David Campany points out: “The photograph is
separated out into a triptych by the metal lighting stands that compartmentalises its three
components of man(beholder), woman(subject) and camera(artist) [...] the model and the

artist seem to both be looking out into our world quite directly”.!" The work therefore
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History Society, 2019), [accessed 28 June 2025].

" David Campany, “A Theoretical Diagram in an Empty Classroom”: Jeff Wall's Picture for Women’. Oxford Art
Journal, 30, no. 1 (2007), p. 11.



encourages a reading of absorption, but at the same time makes visceral its medium and
signifying materiality, in turn creating a “dialectic between depth and flatness” and therefore
between absorption and theatricality.’? Instead of a theoretical problem, the active
awareness that the piece has been mediated by the artist, does not shatter absorption, but
instead becomes a defining part of it. The piece revels in its overwhelming absorption, not

despite its theatricality, but because of it.

Curtis’ analysis of Jeff Wall’s photography challenges the separation of the concepts of
absorption and theatricality in Fried’s writings, by examining the place where absorption and
theatricality can overlap. A natural next step, therefore, is to examine this overlapping in the
context of installation. Zineb Sedira’s Dreams Have No Titles (Whitechapel Gallery, London,
2024) for example, demonstrates this but simultaneously takes it one step further: identifying
not merely an overlapping, but a coalescence. On the face of it, this seems to be an
instillation that is all about absorption in its simulation of an everyday reality. When looking
closer, however, it seems the work serves to test or even expose this simulation. There are
multiple entanglements between the staged and the real, between Sedira’s possessions and
an almost seamless simulacrum. You find yourself in what appears to be an authentic, real
life Brixton living room (fig. 2). Yet you exit the living room and see, in close proximity, a
miniature model of the living room you were just in, making it clear this room was an
invention (fig. 3). You enter a flattened version of the room, where a full-scale cutout image
of Zineb Sedira is present, once again returning you to a sense of the real as you do a
double take to ensure she is, in fact, not present. (fig. 4). You come out of this room and the
structure that supports it is left exposed: you see a stage and an outer stage, which has a
narrative of its own. The fiction of the room becomes clear yet is collapsed into the narrative
of the larger room it sits within, striking an uncanny balance and making it impossible to tell
where the art begins and ends. (fig. 5). You enter a cinema room in which a film plays a
casual conversation between two figures (one of which is Sedira) taking place in her original
living room, putting you back into the realm of absorption (fig. 6). Then, however, you
encounter a mock-up of a film-editing suite with towers of film cans sat behind the editing
table, and where a spool of film is wound between the rollers and ready to go. Here it is

revealed that the film’s living room is in fact a flattened, green screen version of the original

2 Campany, p.14.
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Fig. 2-7: from top left to bottom right:

2. Zineb Sedira, Dreams Have No Titles, installation view, French Pavilion, 59th Venice Biennale, 2024. Photo: Thierry
Bal.

3.  Zineb Sedira, Dreams Have No Titles, photograph by Mathieu Carmona, © DACS, London, 2024.

4. Zineb Sedira, Dreams Have No Titles, the artist as narrator and character. Photograph by Suki Dhanda. In The
Observer, 19 February
2024 https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2024/feb/19/zineb-sedira-dreams-have-no-titles-review-whitechapel-
gallery-london [accessed 28 June 2025].

5. Zineb Sedira, Dreams Have No Titles, installation view, French Pavilion, 59th Venice Biennale, 2024. Commissioner:
French Institute, Paris; production: ARTER, Paris. Photo: The artist.

6. Zineb Sedira, Dreams Have No Titles, exhibition view, Whitechapel Gallery, London, 15 February—12 May 2024.
Photograph: Damian
Griffiths.

7.  Zineb Sedira, Dreams Have No Titles, installation view, French Pavilion, 59th Venice Biennale, 2024. Photo: Thierry
Bal.

Itis as if we were trapped in a story that keeps starting up and stopping again, all the time
moving between levels of reality. There are jumps and pauses, shifting locations and broken
continuities, stories within stories and films within films. The work becomes painfully overt in
its self-awareness and staging. Sedira keeps us suspended, constantly shuttling back and
forth, between the real and the fictive, past and present, the mise-en-scéne and the

everyday, without being able to identify which is which.

In the conscious manipulation of meta-levels in the works of Jeff Wall and Zineb Sedira we
see an overlapping of absorption and theatricality, perhaps even an alignment. The glaringly
overt conflict, the mental battle to distinguish reality and non-reality becomes overwhelming
due to the sheer quantity of work presented to us, work which all relies on an intense

theatricality. Attempting to unpick and it, thus becomes a process that is absorbing in itself.

What might we make of a work that absorbs the beholder in its covertness, however? A
theatricality in its most extreme form where there is no battle, no attempt to unpick; a set up
so perfectly rendered that it becomes indistinguishable from reality? The most complete
absorption might in fact come as a product of the most extreme version of theatricality: if the
beholder is never made aware (or is unable to identify) that the scene they are experiencing

as reality is, in fact, a crafted and intentional artwork, a simulation. Fried’s definition of true
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absorption is art that “most resembles nature” and is “indistinguishable from everyday life”."
Thus the artist who begins with the fiction that their work is not made for the world (not made
to be seen, listened to) ends up collapsing the work into the world — it is whatever you see,
whatever you hear — intentional acts that are perceived as natural events, and in this way,

become “everyday life”.

We can get a concrete sense of this claim by looking at the work of Walter Benn Michaels, '
(another critic of Fried) who examines John Cage’s 4’ 33 and seeks to release it from it's
status as justification that “art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theatre”, used
by Fried in Art and Objecthood. '® Michaels, in fact, seeks to position 4’ 33 as an artwork that
opposes rather than supports Fried’s rigid concepts. Cage describes his work as “intent upon
making something that doesn’t tell people what to do.”"”In other words, it has no intention,
not even the intention to reveal itself as a work. The abdication of the composer’s intention
shifts the work’s meaning to being dependent on and defined by the listener, and whatever
sounds they happen to hear (during the famous first performance, the “wind stirring,”
“raindrops pattering on the roof”, and, in the third movement, “all kinds of interesting sounds
made by the listeners themselves as they talked or walked out”.'®This in turn sees Cage
acknowledge that the work’s effect will differ person to person; when he hears the rain falling,
it suggests to him “the love binding heaven and earth”, but he does not imagine that this
response will “correspond with another’s”.’® The goal for Cage was an art that, rivalling
nature in its refusal of intentionality, would therefore become nature, and exist only as art if
the viewer were able to identify it as intentional. In 4’ 33, this identification was impossible,
and thus the piece could be defined as absorption in a way that aligns with Fried’s definition;
a piece is absorbing when it becomes “indistinguishable from everyday life”.?° This is
supported by Fried’s notion of projection; that an artwork could be so absorbing that we
picture ourselves actually inside the work, assimilating with it, believing it to be reality. Cage’s

4’ 33 appears to achieve this, not through being devoid of theatricality, but through its intense

3 Fried, p.142.
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2011) [accessed 28 June 2025].
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7 Kostelanetz, p.80

8 Kostelanetz, p. 82.

9 Kostelanetz, p. 82.

20 Fried, p. 142.



theatricality; the manipulation, mediation and staging of each minute detail. If Cage offers a
work that seems to be a case of absolute absorption, but can also be seen as entirely
theatrical, | would like to conclude by once again turning to an installation that can be read in

a similar way: Hany Armanious’ Circle Square.

Fig. 8 Hany Armanious, Turd, 2024. Credit: Courtesy the artist and Phillida Reid, London.

Casting primarily with pigmented polyurethane resin, alongside metals such as brass and
silver, Armanious creates uncannily realistic duplicates or distillations of found objects,
sometimes presented alone, often in idiosyncratic, seemingly coincidental pairs or groupings.
Armanious’s work is an exercise in doubling: the implicated, absent original, often destroyed
in the process of cast-making, and the present facsimile that is not, as it appears, a
readymade or a found object, but in fact a meticulously crafted re-creation. When visiting the
show, it is impossible to identify the objects as facsimiles — not through observation, or even
through touch (prohibited in a gallery setting). This identification comes only through the
artist’'s statement. Until that point of realisation, the beholder is completely absorbed in the

assumption that these objects are what they present to be, that they are natural and



unmediated. What would happen if the artist did not inform the audience of this
manipulation? If the exhibition visitor never reads the statement? Would the beholder leave
the exhibition believing that the objects encountered were the real thing? The lack of

realization that they were, in fact, reproductions, could therefore equate to true absorption.

Examining installation work that attains absorption; either in its overt theatricality, bringing to
our attention an intentional manipulation (Zineb Sedira) or in its covert theatricality, so
acutely manipulated that it is unable to be identified as theatrical (Hany Armanious) can
demonstrate that absorption seems in both cases, to rely on theatricality and the tools of the
theatre, illustrating the practical difficulties that come when applying Fried’s model. One
could argue that doing away with absorption as a marker of value could offer a solution.
However, as an installation artist, | feel attached to the concept of absorption. | want my
audience to be absorbed into the piece, to forget themselves and the world outside, and |, as
the artist, want to become so absorbed in (the thinking around/making of) the work as to also
forget the world outside. The pieces examined in this essay, and thus their resulting
absorption, is reliant on theatricality, showing a coalescence of absorption and theatricality in
its most extreme form. This coalescence could offer an alternative solution; one that does not
eliminate absorption as a goal, but redefines absorption itself. In examining work that sees
this coalescence take place and thus entails creating fiction that cannot be distinguished
from reality, questions emerge around how one is able to draw meaning and understanding
from art, and where from. This question becomes all the more urgent in today’s world as Al
becomes more significant in life and the making of art. Taken seriously, it has the capacity to
dissolve the distinction between authentic and replica, to remove the role of the artist and to
create without the awareness of a beholder: perhaps therefore amounting to an ultimate
absorption in a way Fried could never imagine. What this means for installation work is less
clear. This essay looks to map the contemporary understanding of the relationship between
theatricality and art, serving to open up questions around the role of absorption in theatre
and in installation. Looking further at the relationship and differences between these

practices, especially in the context of Al, therefore seems a fitting next step.
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