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Colin Powell, then US Secretary of State, on 5 February 2003 presented to the 
UN Security Council blurry satellite photographs and alleged that Iraq had 
developed mobile laboratories in order to produce biological weapons 
 
Figure 2 
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Sophie Ristelhueber 
Beirut, 1982 
 

On 5 February 2003 Colin Powell, then US Secretary of State, presented 
to the UN Security Council several blurry satellite photographs and pointed to 
specks of shadow, alleging that Iraq had developed mobile laboratories in order 
to produce biological weapons (fig. 1). Taken from satellites, these photographs 
represented the supposed ability of the US intelligence community to gather 
information by global surveillance technology unavailable to those outside of the 
intelligence community.  Why did US intelligence give incorrect if not unintelligible 
evidence regarding biological weapons in Iraq?  Moreover, what significance 
should be given to the event that the reading given by Powell was believed to be 
that of consensus in US intelligence?  These questions demonstrate a general 
discrepancy over the authority photographs have as a means of describing 
events, most significantly ones in which state intelligence agencies sponsor a 
particular reading.  Photographic images may originate in an automated 
exposure to visual phenomena, yet the possibilities of attaching a synthetic and 
coherent narrative to an image enter the aesthetic domain.  Still, many readings 
of images enter history according to narratives prescribed by those who possess 
the most significant information gathering technology, often originating from state 
surveillance mechanisms.  Sophie Ristelhueber, in contrast, creates images of 
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unintelligible consequence from photographs taken at sites of geopolitical 
significance on the borders between capital1 and its other.2 

 
In Sophie Ristelhueberôs work, photographs of geopolitical conflict remove 

nationalistic narratives and any coherent origins.  For Ristelhueber, the 
intelligibility of the conflicts on the borders between capital and its other require 
no identification to one particular narrative.  Ristelhueber enters into the domain 
of surveillance not as a means of objectifying an other by appropriating imagery 
to fit a spectacular narrative, but, rather to locate the destruction within the 
ordinary, liminal space of the subject.  Ristelhueber does not point to the 
inconspicuous shadows to say óthere is the enemy.ô  Instead, Ristelhueber seeks 
to point to the shadows only to find an indeterminate identity.  Ristelhueber 
attempts to document the liminal space of geopolitical conflict in an intersection 
of capital and its other. 

 
Liminality 
 
Figure 3 
 

 
 
Sophie Ristelhueber 
Beirut, 1982 
 
Figure 4 

                                                 
1
 "Capital is thus, from a Marxist point of view, a social relation between men which appears as a relation 

between things or between men and things" (Mandel, Ernest intro. to Marx, Karl, Capital: A Critique of 
Political Economy, Volume I, pg. 55).  
2
 The use of the term other refers to the identity of a subject in dispossession of their own identity.  The 

dispossession of the means for generating oneôs own image follows the dispossession of capital and the 
alienation of oneôs own autonomy in light of occupation 
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Sophie Ristelhueber 
Beirut, 1982 
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Sophie Ristelhueber 
Iraq, 2001 
1 of 3 color photographs mounted on aluminum 
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120 X 180 cm (47 ¼ X 70 7/8 in.) 
Each, edition of 3 
 

Ristelhueberôs photographs represent the foreign, remote, spaces of 
geopolitical conflict within a localized, liminal frame, one that makes visible the 
every-day structures within the image.  These structures locate the space within 
a subset of capital beyond the spectacle of commodity fetish.  To see telephone 
poles, streets, rugs, clocks, signs, and high-rises integrated with war-torn 
landscapes places the objects within an absurd, surreal context, made familiar by 
the traces of the mundane items and absurd by the therein violence.  In this way, 
Ristelhueberôs work depicts the liminal effects of war in a seemingly anonymous 
frame of reference.  Ristelhueber shows a public clock, only to find it speckled 
with holes by gunfire in Beirut, 1982, (figs. 3-4); a desert with trees, only to find 
their tops burned to stubs in Iraq, 2001, (fig. 5).  These mundane references are 
rendered absurd, not in a spectacle that turns the act of viewing into a staged, 
rigid, sublimely sentimental experience.  The absurdity is in the liminality of the 
effects of war, that the traces of the event do not appear out of the ordinary and 
that the violence appears naturalized. 

 
Figure 6 

 
Sophie Ristelhueber 
W B, 2004 
color photograph 218 x 269 mm 
Geneva, Cabinet des estampes 
 

In W B, 2004, (fig. 6) Ristelhueber photographs the Israeli deployed piles 
of debris meant to block access between checkpoints.  There is nothing 
spectacular or sublime about them.  However, historically, they are consistently 
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contextualized according to Israeli and Palestinian conflict, a conflict not 
unfamiliar with the politics of spectacle and strategies of tension.  In much of the 
West, amid reports of rocket fire and occupation, what does not get said often is 
that Israel has approximately 528 checkpoints and obstacles in the West Bank, 
up from 376 in August 2005.  These obstacles limit access to goods and services 
for Palestinian communities.  These are the contested areas of occupation and 
they are enforced by the application of borders, which appear absurd in the 
liminal frame of reference.  The question becomes ówhat is the greater 
impediment to peace?ô  By removing the identity of power, a power that diverts 
attention away from the liminal effects of occupation, Ristelhueber removes the 
scepter of spectacle.  Ristelhueberôs W B represents the every-day occurrences 
of isolation and colonization of Palestinian occupied territories, contrary to the 
efforts of the mass-media to sublimate the ambiguous relationship between 
colonized and colonizer apparent in the struggle to define borders. 

 
Yet, Ristelhueberôs photographs are not entirely liminal.  Ristelhueber 

attempts to cancel ñeverything outò according to the minutest detail.  The details 
in Ristelhueberôs work do not refer to the space in which they appear and, thus, 
dislocate from their present context.  They are isolated objects.  They sublimate 
their materiality as an image in a formal operation that stratifies visibility 
according to significance.  It happens, then, that what Ristelhueber finds most 
significant is what distinguishes itself by an inability to accrue value, an inability 
imposed upon a landscape in the form of ñscarsò that have no doubt something to 
do with the remoteness of the location from the centralization of markets in an 
age of empire.  Whereas Ristehueberôs photographs are significant in that they 
document remote events, the materiality of the photographs appears 
insignificant.  This removal tends to ignore the construct of the location of her 
photographsô installation. 

 
 
Figure 7 
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Sophie Ristelhueber 
Lôair est ¨ tout le monde (II), 2000 
Color photograph mounted on aluminum and sound 
200 X 250 cm (78 ¾ X 98 7/16 in.), unique 
 
Figure 8 
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Sophie Ristelhueber 
La Campagne, 1997 
22 digital color and black-and-white prints mounted on cardboard 
Dimensions variable, approximately 22.8 m (75 feet) 
Overall, unique 
Installation at Galerie Arlogos, Nantes, France, 1997 
 

Photographing the remote and often unnoticed effects of empire, 
Riselhueber reacts to where imperialism leaves its dirty laundry.  She must go to 
some place foreign to make it seem local.  At the same time, it is implied that the 
local cannot appear foreign, that it cannot be seen by another as remote.  She 
does not recognize the absurdity of the institutions that install her works.  She 
identifies what is liminal in the shadow of sublime narratives.  Her sources must 
follow in the wake of destruction and outsourced events.  For these reasons, 
Ristelhueber struggles with her installations.  She locates her images of remote 
sites in the local lexicon at the expense of sublimating the imageôs substructure.  
When she attempts to make the substructure visible, it appears awkwardly 
disconnected in Lôair est ¨ tout le monde (II), 2000, (fig. 7) in which a light 
illuminates the space between photographs and their respective corners in a 
manner familiar to Dan Flavin.  Or in La Campagne, 1997, (fig. 8) Ristelhueber 
places the photographs in the local framework of their viewing by haphazardly 
leaning them against the gallery wall. 

 
The images Ristelhueber photographs dislocate the present from the 

liminality of localized events.   Thus, Ristelhueber relies on her biographical 
accounts and titles to authenticate the images as corresponding to remote 
events, introducing an otherwise unknown authority to locate their origins in 
global conflicts.  Thus, as these photographs address particular strategies of 
conflict, they must be considered abstractions.  We should not forget that Colin 
Powell supposedly authenticated the origins of images that had been abstracted 
by satellite technology, only later to find this authentication historically inaccurate.  
Such a gap becomes easily exploitable.  However, Ristelhueber disrupts 
allegiances to any constructed identity by removing the photographs from serving 
such a strategic aim.  In contrast, specialists in the US intelligence community 
presented photographs as if it corroborated a particular narrative in the images 
presented to the UN Security Council, one in which Saddam Hussein was 
acquiring biological weapons.   They were able to present themselves as 
authorities over the reading of images by sublimating the photographic analysis 
to a bureaucratic ñintelligenceò that was antithetical to the incoherence of the 
images they presented.  Ristelhueber, however, recognizes the incoherence of 
the events she photographs and does not attempt to apply a coherent narrative.  
Yet, both Ristelhueber and Powell use photographs as testimony to authenticate 
an event supposedly dislocated from the space of their viewing. 

 
In the photographs themselves, Ristelhueberôs representations of war 

avoid subliminal overtones that would alienate the image from a liminal, 
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mundane appearance.  In a conversation with Fulvia Carnevale and John Kelsey, 
Rancière writes: 

 
Ristelhueber photographs barricades on Palestinian roads.  But she 
doesnôt photograph the great concrete wall that petrifies the gaze.  She 
photographs from a distance, from above, the little handmade barricades 
made of piled stone, which look like rock slides in the middle of a tranquil 
landscape.  Thatôs one way of keeping oneôs distance from the shopworn 
affect of indignation and instead exploring the political resources of a more 
discreet affectðcuriosity. (Fulvia Carnevale and John Kelsey in 
conversation with Jacques Ranci¯re, ñArt of the Possible,ò Artforum, 
March. 2007, pg. 259, 261).  
 

In this way, the images Ristelhueber presents avoid the rigid focus of narratives 
applied to spectacles, such as those meant to dehumanize the colonized and 
monumentalize the colonizer.   
 
Figure 9 
 

 
 
Sophie Ristelhueber 
Beirut, 1984 
1 of 31 silver prints 19 X 28.5 cm (7 ½ X 11 ¼ in.) 
Each unique 
 


