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Exploring the Empty Plinth
The Aesthetics of Authenticity

WOLFGANG FUNK, FLORIAN GROSS, AND IRMTRAUD HUBER

Let us set our scene with a passage from the beginning of Mark Z.
Danielewski’s novel House of Leaves:

While enthusiasts and detractors will continue to empty entire dictionaries at-
tempting to describe or deride it, »authenticity< still remains the word most
likely to stir a debate. In fact, this leading obsession — to validate or invalidate
the reels and tapes — invariably brings up a collateral and more general con-
cern: whether or not, with the advent of digital technology, image has forsaken

its once unimpeachable hold on the truth. (3)

This quote introduces a fake scientific report about an imaginary doc-
umentary film, presented as a real manuscript by a questionable editor,
and all of that in form of a novel that itself is, of course, by definition
fictional. Working with photographs, footnotes, scientific references
both real and fake, as well as analyzing minutely the filmic qualities of
its imaginary object of study, Danielewski’s complex text insistently
employs and exposes both cinematic and literary (or academic) con-
structions of authenticity. In its complex and fragmented structure the
novel interweaves different narrative voices and levels that constantly
comment on one another and continually question, dissect, and reas-
semble each other’s claims to authenticity while simultaneously as-
serting their own dubiously authentic status. Acknowledging the ap-
peal of and a pervasive desire for authenticity, the novel enters into a
complex exploration of the means by which authenticity is created and
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maintained, not only in the cinematic medium but in aesthetic objects
in general.

After all, it is not only the image that has lost its hold on the truth
nowadays. Baudrillard, Derrida, and many others have tried for the
longest time to convince us that reality, as the essential reference point
for ontological, epistemological, and ethical existence, has forever
been consigned beyond the pale of human representation; the only es-
sence that postmodern thinking seems to accept is the fundamental gap
between reality and its symbolic representation in language, images, or
ideas. Reality thus is inaccessible, or rather always already mediated.
However, even while and precisely because such heavily charged
terms as truth, identity, and reality have become highly problematic,
the desire for the authentic — as that which (in Danielewski’s words)
remains when all the dictionaries are exhausted — has increasingly
gained momentum. From the >authentic< politician and >authentic<
brand handbags to >authentic< food-chains and >authentic< tourist ad-
ventures, authenticity today has obviously become a major selling
point.1 In what is only ostensibly a paradox, authenticity is increasing-
ly valued in a society in which new forms of media and new forms of
mediation rapidly gain importance and have started to pervade virtual-
ly every aspect of life. Promising the genuine and the immediate and
by this, at least to some extent, an escape from mediated existence and
experience, authenticity itself turns into a quality of mediation and is
thus conditioned by what it seems to deny. While definitions of au-
thenticity routinely refer to its immanence and naturalness, its being
found not created, recent engagements with authenticity highlight that
it is necessarily the result of careful aesthetic construction that de-
pends on the use of identifiable techniques with the aim of achieving
certain effects for certain reasons (cf. Lindholm; Mecke). Authentic
representation, authentic art, authentic fiction: what might almost

1 Random examples that could be mentioned in this context include the
fashion label Esprit, which advertises its clothes to be »for authentic use«
or the organic food chain Authentic Foods. An ominous illustration for the
inherent volatility of the idea of authenticity is presented by the fate of
former German Minister of Defense Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg, who
was hailed as the epitome of an authentic politician (e.g. on the cover of
the German magazine Focus, 46/10), before being forced to resign for

copying large parts of his doctoral thesis.
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sound like a series of paradoxes touches the heart of the issues the es-
says in this collection are concerned with.

Far from being an outdated concept that has been exposed as illu-
sionary and swept away in the tide of postmodernism, authenticity has
turned into a prime venue for attempts to gauge the ways in which
postmodern insights may be both acknowledged and transcended in
contemporary discussions. More than anything else, its protean and
paradoxical nature has ensured that the concept continues to play a
role and has rendered it consistently resilient to even the most funda-
mental criticism. The notion of authenticity is a fickle one — on this, at
least, there seems to be universal agreement. Ontologically, it hints at
genuine origins (of things) and true essences (of selves) while at the
same time resisting any attempt to distinctly identify and conceptual-
ize such intimations of »purec existence. Epistemologically, it can
serve as a yardstick both for radical self-searching (yv@6i ceavtdv)
and for the accuracy or veracity of medial representations. Ethically, it
has been categorically rejected as devoid of meaning in our fragment-
ed and fragmentary times (cf. Mecke 114) and hailed as a lodestar to
lead us out of the postmodern maze of collapsing significations, ex-
hausted identity categories, and contingent value judgments (cf. Tay-
lor; Ferrara). Like few other concepts, authenticity has proven to be a
site where postmodern quandaries are played out in all their tearing
tensions.

Rather than to empty dictionaries ourselves and to unfurl once
more the debate about the term that has been outlined in detail by oth-
ers (cf. Anton; Guignon; Haselstein, Gross, and Snyder-Ké6rber; Knal-
ler; Lindholm; Richter; Vannini and Williams), our central concern
here is with its aesthetic aspects. A focus on the aesthetics of authen-
ticity regards the authentic primarily as an effect of aesthetic objects
and aesthetic experience. Consequently, the main interest lies in an
analysis of the means by which authenticity is brought forth as a per-
ceptible and consciously constructed quality of cultural artifacts. To
detractors, it might seem a mere symptom of the pervasive and super-
ficial self-centeredness of our times if we suggest that the theoretical
discussion of authenticity should be approached via the question of
aesthetics, that the issue has shifted from inquiring into the nature of
authenticity as such to analyzing the various strategies which are used
to evoke semblances, feelings, or ascriptions of authenticity. But then
again, it would be too easy to simply claim that authenticity is nothing
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but an effect of careful aesthetic construction. Probing the aesthetics of
authenticity always also implies questioning its nature before and be-
yond aesthetic form. Such a reconsideration of authenticity from the
perspective of aesthetics seems especially apt to account for such
forms of authenticity in contemporary culture which take their status
as always already mediated into account and still do not content them-
selves with this insight, but continue their attempt to (symbolically)
break through to the authentic, if not real, referent of representation.
Thus, the shift from ontology to aesthetics may initially re-enact the
paradoxical postmodern turn away from and towards the self. As the
locus of individual world-making, the postmodern subject is simulta-
neously disinvested of its claim to absolute representation and elevat-
ed to the ultimate source of meaning.

At the same time, however, the essays collected in this volume al-
so address the question if and how this postmodern predicament can
be overcome. For if reality remains fundamentally inaccessible, au-
thenticity can only manifest itself through its representations, and sub-
jective aesthetic analysis becomes the only means by which the gap
between the real (whatever that may be) and the symbolic can possibly
be approached. Any aesthetic analysis of authenticity, understood in
the etymological sense of >aesthetic< as perceiving something with
one’s senses, is always already constructivist as it foregrounds the in-
dividual’s sensual response in the establishment of authenticity as a
category. And yet, a focus on the strategies that elicit such construc-
tions can point beyond the realm of the purely subjective. After all, the
pervasiveness of contemporary discourses of authenticity bears wit-
ness to the fact that authenticity is neither merely a matter of empty
sales slogans nor easily dismissed as a solipsistic judgment. Profound
controversies about literary fakes like the false Aboriginal identity of
the Australian author Mudrooroo/Colin Jackson or of Binjamin
Wilkomirski’s fabricated concentration camp memoir Fragments:
Memories of a Wartime Childhood spectacularly prove that authentici-
ty is closely and indissolubly tied to questions of art’s relationship to
reality. Contemporary aesthetic and critical engagements with authen-
ticity are deeply grounded in postmodern challenges to traditional
concepts of reality; yet they are infused with ethical considerations
and emotional investments that put them seemingly at odds with
postmodern positions.
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In its multiple facets, which we have only been able to hint at in
these introductory words, authenticity thus presents itself as both in-
creasingly significant and teasingly elusive. How can it be located? Is
it connected to the subject or to the object, to referentiality, to the
strategies of representation, or to the means of perception? Is it stable,
a given value, or dynamic, an ongoing process? Is it a means or an
end? Is it available to objective judgment or based on subjective eval-
uation? The essays in this collection can scarcely claim to answer all
these questions; nevertheless, by bringing together analyses of a broad
variety of different aesthetic and medial objects and their respective
aesthetics of authenticity, the essays collectively point towards three
central propositions:

1. Authenticity is fragmented. Rather than a unified inherent quality,
an aesthetic analysis of authenticity reveals it to reside in fragmen-
tation, in the piecing together of disparate elements, an idiosyn-
cratic collage which can serve to construct the authentic beyond
and in spite of essentialism — and yet may very well lay claim to
essential truths.

2. Authenticity is contested. Not only a highly debated term in aca-
demic discourses, authenticity is also always implicated in power
structures, ideological constructions, and the politics of significa-
tion. Arising from the encounter between Self and Other it be-
comes the site of ongoing power struggles and endless
(re)negotiations of values and meanings that circumscribe the in-
dividual’s role in and relationship to society.

3. Authenticity is performative. As an aesthetic construct, authenticity
is deeply implicated in the process of communication that is real-
ized in the interplay between production, aesthetic object, context,
and reception. Authenticity, in this regard, becomes a matter of
form and style in which the authentic is realized as a performative

effect.

Being thus fragmented, contested, and performative, authenticity is
constantly negotiated and infinitely (re)created and (re)discovered,
always open to revision and reinvention — and yet constantly alludes to
a realm beyond the profane and ephemeral. If authenticity as a concept
is to carry any meaningful weight, the process of its aesthetic
(re)construction must therefore endeavor to be both subjective and col-
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lective, personal and communal; it is an attempt to understand and
transcend the purely symbolic and thus to penetrate the space in-
between experience and representation, being and time, Self and Oth-
er. Sometimes even, tentatively, it might amount to an exploration of
the possibility to construct essence out of emptiness.

Constructing essence out of emptiness could also figure as an im-
plicit motto of Antony Gormley’s One and Other. The cover of this
volume displays a photograph of this project, which, in conclusion to
these brief introductory remarks, may serve as a paradigmatic illustra-
tion of the central aesthetic issues informing this collection of essays.
Gormley’s project provides an object lesson on how to evoke and
creatively engage with the kind of authentic, in-between spaces we
have been suggesting here in the context of a work of art. Between
July and October 2009, Gormley turned the famously empty Fourth
Plinth on London’s Trafalgar Square into an open performance stage,
which gave (randomly) selected members of the public the chance to
exhibit themselves in whatever way they chose for the duration of an
hour each.” Gormley’s project imbues the empty space of the vacant
plinth with aesthetic and artistic potential, thereby conjuring pres-
ence(s) out of nothingness. By renouncing interpretative authority over
content and form of the individual performances and by foregrounding
the essential, structural emptiness of the space in which this aesthetic
construction is realized, One and Other enables, indeed foregrounds,
artistic reflexivity and medial self-awareness. This is not all, however.
The artwork — contrived and staged as it certainly is — meets many of
the criteria traditionally assigned to the authentic: it can be traced to
genuine origins (both Gormley and the >plinthers« are identifiable enti-
ties); it consists in the exhibition of individual selves; the medium
through which the artwork is displayed is the human body (corporeali-
ty has often been seen as the one phenomenon that can escape symbol-
ic representation); and it reaches out to »ordinary< people, evoking the
authentic< everyday and the guilelessness of the amateur, thereby
avoiding the alleged inauthenticity of the professional. The aesthetic
significance of the project as a whole, it might be argued, derives from

2 Pictures of all 2,400 >performances,« which included impersonations of
Lord Nelson and Godzilla, interactive experiments, readings, and, unsur-
prisingly, various displays of nudity, can be accessed via the project’s ar-

chived website (cf. Gormley).
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the interplay between author (Gormley), context (setting), content
(performances), and audience, an interplay that ultimately questions
the very categories to which its individual components are allocated.
In the process of bringing about the work of art, the traditional onto-
logical and epistemological hierarchies between these roles are inter-
twined, tangled beyond recognition, and it is in this enigmatic space of
confused categories, in this oscillation between stable positions that
the issue of authentic representation is negotiated and acted out.

The essays collected in this volume all partake of this negotiation.
They employ various forms of aesthetic analyses to trace strategies of
how and why notions of authenticity emerge in different medial for-
mats, from literary dystopias to news satire, from TV programs to
computer games. In itself serving as a kind of empty plinth to be filled
by collective endeavor, this book brings together widely different per-
spectives, voices, and arguments. As varied as the media under con-
sideration are, as numerous are the aesthetic strategies employed and
as multifarious the forms in which authenticity becomes manifest: it
pervades not only the aesthetic object itself, but governs the discourses
about such objects, both academic and popular; it finds expression
both in form and in content; it is intractably fused with issues of iden-
tity formation, knowledge, and power.

The essays in the first part of this collection foreground authentici-
ty as a patchwork product of disparate and fragmented elements, not
only on the level of representation but also with respect to identity
construction and corporeal integrity. Susanne Knaller’s contribution
opens up the intricacies of authenticity’s various uses and meanings by
juxtaposing normative and non-normative conceptions of the term.
Normative usages set the work of art apart in its singularity as an aes-
thetic object, while a non-normative approach understands authenticity
as a dialectic process that evolves in time and space. Pointing to paral-
lels in the work of contemporary photographer Wolfgang Tillmans and
modernist novelist Nathalie Sarraute, Knaller shows how an aesthetic
practice of dissociation and fragmentation serves to turn authenticity
into a promise of connections between self and others, external and
internal realities. As Sartre has argued in his preface to Sarraute’s
novel Portrait d’un Inconnu (1948), authenticity is here paradoxically
established through inauthenticity, in a balance between the singular
and the common that establishes a /ieu commun, a shared space. Knal-
ler suggests that the categories of authenticity and inauthenticity make
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it possible to reconsider Sarraute’s modernist aesthetics as a new kind
of realism beyond questions of referentiality, as authenticity is estab-
lished in dynamic processes of ever new mises en sceéne.

In his analysis of Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad,
Wolfgang Funk argues that the novel synthesizes literary realism and
metafiction to arrive at the level of authentic narrative. This authentic
narrative is based on a conscious conflation of story and plot, as well
as the novel’s explicit foregrounding of plotting; furthermore, it de-
pends on Egan’s relinquishment of authorial control over the frag-
mented text in favor of stimulating its readers to (re)create story and
plot from the novel’s récit. Beyond the formal dimension, Funk also
traces the novel’s engagement with authenticity on the story level.
Similar to the aspects of plot reconstruction, the characters’ various
approaches to authenticity converge on a postmodern note, where au-
thenticity has to be conceptualized as a fleeting aesthetic effect of (lit-
erary) reconstruction. In the novel’s particular aesthetics, however,
this postmodern note is the point from which an approach to authentic-
ity becomes possible that transcends purely postmodern aesthetics of
authenticity.

Seth Hulse’s contribution traces authenticity in the fake news
comedy show The Colbert Report with Stephen Colbert. Reading the
television show’s foregrounding of the constructedness of news along-
side The Colbert Report’s own construction of Stephen Colbert’s iden-
tity, Hulse argues that we need to understand the show’s aesthetics
along the lines of parody rather than satire. It is in the paradoxical re-
lation between Colbert’s assertion of a stable identity and the simulta-
neous conflation of various identities in the same person(a) that
authenticity in the form of an authorless object arises. Focusing on The
Colbert Report’s representation of the controversy around the nomina-
tion of Sonia Sotomayor to the U.S. Supreme Court, Hulse analyzes
Colbert’s pluralistic patchwork self as an indicator of the need to read
the program as essentially urging its audience to partake in Colbert’s
decentering of stable identities and thus dismantle singularizing at-
tempts at constructing authenticity.

Shifting the focus from identity construction to bodily integrity,
Sven Schmalfull investigates the corporeal aspects of authenticity.
Taking Donna Haraway’s notion of the cyborg as a starting point, he
poses the question if and how an authentic body can be depicted and
defined in an age in which the human body is inscribed with ever
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stricter rules and norms, while at the same time its borders are being
dissolved as corporeal functions are being outsourced to all kinds of
technical devices. Focusing on the genre of science fiction in order to
question the possible utopian/dystopian implication of this informatics
of domination, Schmalfu} analyzes Margaret Atwood’s novels Oryx
and Crake and The Year of the Flood as well as Irrational Games’s
franchise BioShock. He reads the novels, with their disturbing images
of genetic engineering gone awry, as a profound treatise on the biolog-
ical and ethical dimension of existence, which — according to Helmuth
Plessner — is rooted in the paradoxical state of both having a body and
being a body (cf. 37). Schmalfufl then connects the theoretical ques-
tions raised by Atwood with a more practical analysis of the ethical
and aesthetic dimension involved in playing a game such as BioShock,
where users, in their ambiguous role as both player and avatar, not on-
ly serve as obvious examples for cyborgs but are also faced with com-
plex moral dilemmas. These are often acted out in an indistinct space
between ethical and aesthetic concerns, an interspace in which the au-
thenticity of human bodies has to be negotiated.

While the articles in the first section show that authenticity can
arise from fragmentation and is thus always essentially at variance
with itself, the contributions in the next part foreground authenticity as
an effect of an always contested and contestable negotiation between
Self and Other. Addressing the masculinity anxiety prevalent in the
work of Ernest Hemingway, Melanie Eis shows how primitivist dis-
course serves Hemingway’s protagonists to reaffirm the authenticity
of their own masculinity. By drawing attention to the role of racializ-
ing and primitivizing discursive moves, Eis points to an aspect of this
important literary figure that, in her opinion, has not been sufficiently
addressed in the prolific scholarly discourse. Hemingway’s protago-
nists frequently draw upon the primitive, be it represented by Africa,
by Native American, or by rural Spain, in order to address and repress
the anxieties besetting their own heterosexual, white masculinity in a
modernized world. In Eis’s reading, authenticity therefore becomes a
derivative quality that draws strength from the exploitation of a nos-
talgic alterity in which the Other provides both the source of authentic-
ity and its antithetical confirmation.

In Francesca Nadja Palitzsch’s contribution, images of humankind
in the wild become a foil on which the issue of authenticity is negoti-
ated. Both texts she uses in her analysis, James Hawes’s Speak for
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England and Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods, juxtapose places
of primeval wilderness, where individuals are forced to come to terms
with their own status sub specie aeternitatis, with dystopian images of
present or near-future societies, where authentic existence is all but
annihilated by the spectacle and simulations produced by and in the
name of consumer capitalism. While Hawes uses the topic of national
identity, i.e. the question what it really means to be English, to mirror
his protagonist’s quest for an experience of authenticity, in Winterson
this pursuit is enacted as a search for genuine emotions in the face of
universal destruction. Palitzsch identifies both texts as postmodern
Robin-sonades, in which any kind of identity, personal as well as na-
tional, can only ever be fragmented, the result of the multiple narrative
selves fashioned by the protagonists. The quest for authenticity thus
becomes a search for the moral of their personal narratives.

Moving from the level of the aesthetic text to the field of the liter-
ary marketplace, Melanie Mettler’s contribution addresses problems
arising from the increasing marketability of authenticity, especially for
authors writing in a postcolonial or minority context. Using the con-
troversy about Monika Ali’s first novel Brick Lane as a case study,
Mettler goes on to consider both the marketing strategies and review-
ers’ reactions to Ali’s first and subsequent novels in order to expose
the pervasiveness of an often unacknowledged demand for authentici-
ty, be it on the level of text, author, or reader. Ali’s attempts to escape
from authenticizing and exoticizing ascriptions by resisting reader ex-
pectations serve as a thoughtful reminder of the ways in which differ-
ent guises of authenticity continually tend to inform assessments of
literary value.

As both fragmented and contested, authenticity insistently reveals
itself to be the product of a continual performative process between
production, representation, and reception, a dynamics which is empha-
sized in the contributions of the third part of this collection. That au-
thenticity is a predominately Western concept, which has to be
rethought significantly in other cultural contexts, comes to the fore-
ground in David Bousquet’s contribution. Presenting the case of dub
poetry, Bousquet argues that in the context of Creole culture authentic-
ity cannot be reduced to stable ascriptions or traced back to single ori-
gins. Closely related to the musical and cultural practice of sound
systems, dub poetry thrives on sampling, borrowing, and the remix.
Dub poetry establishes itself as authentic, Bousquet suggests, not so
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much in its text, but in the moment of its performance, as a dynamic
process of interaction and authentication involving all participants
alike.

Focusing on a very different kind of musical performance, Antoni-
us Weixler argues that the German folk music television shows in the
Fest der Volksmusik series generate authenticity through their blatant-
ly amateurish and artificial aesthetics. With the help of Luhmann’s
system theory and an extensive historical analysis of the dilettante in
relation to authenticity, Weixler argues that the shows’ nexus of popu-
lar culture, dilettantism, and artificiality provides their target audience
with a means of identification. This identification, in turn, is the
ground upon which the audience is able to ascribe authenticity to the
program as well as its creators and performers. For Weixler, it is the
shows’ strategy of creating exceptionality through dilettantish means
that makes the mundane extraordinary and the artificial authentic.

If dilettantism puts emphasis on artlessness as an aesthetic strategy
to construct authenticity, recent television also takes the opposite path
by employing exaggerated self-consciousness. While the increasing
prevalence of a postmodern metareferential and ironic stance in televi-
sion has come under criticism for being ultimately at the service of
commodification, Florian Gro3 demonstrates how irony itself can be
ironically inflected in a meta-ironic aesthetics, thereby attempting to
construct an authenticity that could be called »sincere.< Discussing ex-
cessive metareferentiality in the recent television series 30 Rock, Grof3
delineates the ways in which the series ironically reflects on its own
conventionalized aesthetics of visual authenticity and then comments
in turn on this very ironic reflection. In the tension between a fake au-
thentic discourse, its exposure, and the ironic comment on this expo-
sure, 30 Rock thus simultaneously uses and moves beyond the
postmodern, establishing a kind of paradoxical third-order authenticity
that attempts to situate itself as both within and at a critical distance to
the dictates of capitalist consumer culture.

Finally, in Irmtraud Huber and Sophie Seita’s contribution, au-
thenticity is presented to be the ultimate and ultimately unattainable
goal in a post-Baudrillardian world of interminable repetition and in-
evitable simulation. In their in-depth analysis of Tom McCarthy’s
novel Remainder, the authors introduce a new category of authenticity,
which they call authenticity of experience, and which accounts for the
observation that any claim to such authenticity can only be grounded
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in radical subjectivity. In the case of the novel’s protagonist, this sub-
jectivity manifests itself in ever more meticulous re-enactments of
everyday scenes, a compulsion to repeat which reveals the quest for
authenticity to be rooted in a radical and nihilistic aestheticism. Huber
and Seita consequently argue for a strong connection between authen-
ticity and the notions of trauma and death, as the incessant reconstruc-
tion is based on a sense of profound loss and can only be resolved with
the annihilation of the individual. The termination of subjectivity sig-
nifies both the realization of authenticity and its dialectical sublation.

In keeping with the general argument proposed in this introduc-
tion, it goes without saying that the essays in this collection them-
selves can only offer views of the concept that are fragmented,
contested (or contestable), and performative in that they engage in a
continually ongoing dialogue about a category that has become one of
the guiding values of our times. Considering authenticity’s protean
nature, its aesthetic analysis, it seems, can only be usefully employed
if it is itself understood in Derridean terms as >performative,< as a cau-
tious transformation rather than a confident apprehension of the very
thing it explores (cf. Derrida 51). In other words, if aesthetic analysis
is willing to engage with the contingency of existence. If authenticity,
as the essays in this collection suggest, can only be grasped as frag-
mented, contested, and performative, the aesthetic pursuit of authentic-
ity can never come to a positive conclusion; its aesthetic strategies
eventually can never be determined once and for all. This insight,
however, should not stop us from ascending and exploring the empty
pedestal of authenticity.
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