


The Space of Observation is a new project by
Richard Ibghy and Marilou Lemmens that
considers the language and theory of econom-
ics as a site of critical inquiry and creative
practice. The project takes as its starting point
archival photographs, graphics and texts that
came to the artists’ attention during a period
of residency at the Aberystwyth Arts Centre in
Wales in 2011. Specifically the artists became
interested in a collection of studio portraits
of boxers held in the collection of Llyfrgell
Genedlaethol Cymru, the National Library

of Wales and the interrelationships between
these photos and concurrent activity that
would prove significant to modern economics.

Development in Wales, during the Industrial
Revolution and in the years that followed,
centred around the region’s coal fields. The
industry grew steadily until the early 20th
century when demand waned with the onset
of more efficient fuels such as oil and gas
and extraction of the finite resource peaked,
a circumstance that corresponds to contem-
porary concerns of peak oil and one foreseen
by British political economist William Stanley

Jevons some decades earlier.

In 1865 Jevons had published The Coal
Question in which he outlined his theory that
the country’s coal deposits could not keep
pace with industry growth and demand. Je-
vons illustrated his theory with a graph which
charted industry development until the 1860s
and extrapolated predictions for future growth,
weighing this theoretical demand against
estimates of available coal. While his analysis
of the data might seem obvious to modern
audiences at the time his approach was highly
innovative, he was in fact among the first to
link theory with statistics and his use of the
graph to observe and predict larger patterns
marked an important turn.

At the same time that Jevons published his
study on the coal industry, steps were also
taken to formalize the sport of boxing. Intro-
duced in 1865, the Queensberry Rules were
a code of conduct drafted by a Welsh boxer
turned promoter that served to standardize
the sport and bridge the parallel realms of

amateur and professional boxing.

Jevons’ early exploration of charts and
diagrams contributed to the development

of a rich graphic language that effectively
generated a new field of economic activity
and analysis. Whereas previously statistics
had been used to describe individual events,
the number of births and deaths in a year
for example, Jevons’ interpretation aimed at

discerning recurring patterns.

Ibghy and Lemmens draw on these source
materials and histories in The Space of
Observation to consider established models
of observation and to imagine an alternative
model based on the observation of ‘singular
economic occurrences’. Their presentation of
digitally manipulated photos, a reproduction
of a simple graph taken from Jevon’s manu-
scripts and a small publication of excerpted
and original writings, constitute a view of in-
terpersonal exchange and activity that extends
beyond the established language and scope
of economics.

For Jevons and his successors, the emphasis
on observing patterns of behaviour meant that
increasingly individuals were represented as
numbers. This diminishment, or in effect effac-
ing, of the individual is reflected in the artists’
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work, where they have digitally removed the

subjects from the archival images.

The collection of photographs discovered

by Ibghy and Lemmens speaks to both the
immense popularity of boxing in working

class Wales in the 19th century as well as its
commercialization. Studio portraits of boxers
were frequently used on promotional cards to
advertise matches or “trials of manhood.” In
studying these photos, the artists observed
certain similarities between the subjects as
well as patterns in the way the photographs
were constructed, in many cases the boxers
occupied a fighting stance with their backs
curled, fists up and chins lowered while other
photos are three quarter shots of men with
their heads high and their arms crossed over
puffed out chests, in all cases this posturing or
performance occurs against the rather predict-
able and gloomy backdrop of the studio space.
In removing the subjects the artists reorient
the elements to privilege the stagecraft of the
photo event.

In both the mathematical model asserted by
Jevons’ graph and Ibghy and Lemmens’
digital incursions, this minusing touch effects
an abstraction of sorts. This displacement
registers more acutely as ‘lack’ in the photos
where there is more visual information and
where something that was, has now been
removed. Conversely it is the nature of the
graphic language initiated by Jevons to admit
select information and to describe this infor-
mation succinctly, in a single line or a series
of dots for example, such that any and all
content described in this way might read as
complete but potentially lack the dimension of
the full picture.

In its aim to fix and periodize entities such as
time and human behaviour that are inher-
ently in motion Jevons’ graph also posed a
rather abstract representation of time. It’s
worth noting that Jevons explored different
ways of measuring and thinking about time,
he proposed for example that fluctuations in
the price of wheat corresponded to sunspot
cycles, the respected ‘father’ of econometrics
in fact published a number of papers that
attempted to link physical and astrological
phenomena with commercial activity. While
this seems fanciful it locates these early inves-
tigations within a spectrum of activity, arcing
to fortune-telling, augury and other varieties of
speculation, that reflects a broader impulse to
reconcile or otherwise know the future.

Speculation was certainly critical to the
success of boxing in Wales. At its peak, the
sport was patronized by a broad swath of
society’s upper and lower echelons, champion
prize fighters were sponsored by nobility and
important matches were national events which
involved heavy bidding and sizeable fortunes
changing hands.

Philosopher René Girard suggests that com-
petitors in such contests act as “substitutes
for all the members of the community...The
winner symbolically ‘lives’ by winning the ritual
contest, the losers ‘die’ and the spectators are
vaccinated.” Anthropologist Clifford Geertz
considered fighting and combative games as
‘deep play’, a term used to describe a game

where the stakes are so high that it is irrational

to play; this does not make the game unplay-
able but rather elevates it, the game works

symbolically to represent the uncertain gamble

that is life itself.’
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In this way we might consider that in addition
to the literal fortunes at stake, an exchange of
another sort is engaged in games of chance
and speculation, that these offer the op-
portunity to frequent our most violent urges,
approximate self-destruction and self-cancel-
lation and ultimately affirm our existence and
autonomy.

The Space of Observation continues Ibghy and
Lemmens’ investigation of the language of
economics. In reframing the field of study as
they’ve aimed to do here, they reconfigure the
questions, equations and conclusions possible
in an economic analysis and question the es-
tablished methods and operations of specified

knowledge.

' Réne Girard.Violence and the Sacred, trans. Patrick Gregory.
Baltimore, 1977: 8.

" Geertz, Clifford. “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cock-
fight” in The Interpretation of Cultures. Basic Books, 1973.

Working collaboratively since 2002,

Richard Ibghy and Marilou Lemmens’ practice
explores questions of economics on a human
scale, bridging notions of cultural value and
economic theory with the complexities and
underlying armatures of economic behaviour.
In recent years the two have produced video
installations, large-scale public works and
publications that propose alternate methods
of inquiry and analysis for cultural questions
in a late-Capitalist era. Their work has been
presented at galleries and institutions includ-
ing Richmond Art Gallery, Richmond; Labor
K1, Berlin; Galleria Alkovi, Helsinki; Morris
and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, Vancouver; VU,
Quebec City; Owens Art Gallery, Sackville;
European Media Art Festival, Osnabriick and
Traf6, House of Contemporary Arts, Budapest.
Most recently, they have presented their work
at the 10th Sharjah Biennial, Sharjah, UAE.

The artists currently live and work in Montreal.

The artists would like to thank Brian McBay,
Joji Fukushima, Harro Maas, Denis Thibeault,
André Barette, William Troughton, Llyfrgell
Genedlaethol Cymru / National Library of
Wales, The John Rylands University Library at
the University of Manchester, Aberystwyth Arts
Centre, and Conseil des arts et des lettres du
Québec. Most importantly, they would like to
thank Mandy Ginson and Eve Beaudry.

Mandy Ginson lives and works in Vancouver
where she produces writing and curatorial
projects and works part-time as a Curatorial
Administrative Assistant at the Vancouver Art
Gallery. She has worked at a number of public
galleries and artist-run centres since studying
English at Mount Allison University (Sackuville,
NB) and Fine Arts at the Nova Scotia College
of Art and Design (Halifax, NS).

221A Artist Run Centre is a non-profit organi-
zation funded in part by the generous support
of government grants, foundations and private
donors who share a vision to provide qualita-
tive space for the development, education

and exploration of nascent interdisciplinary

contemporary art and design practices.
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Image: Ibghy & Lemmens, vtls 004518389-53
(Danny O’Connor), by permission of Llyfrgell
Genedlaethol Cymru / The National Library

of Wales.

Text: Adapted from William Stanley Jevons’
letter to his brother Tom, Dec 28 1862.
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