
Before We Know Why to Stay 

On Attention, Reputation, and the Conditions of Recognition 

A photograph can give us a reason to stay almost immediately. 

A face turns towards the camera. A gesture has been interrupted. Something has happened, or 
is about to happen, and we recognise enough of the situation to want to know more. The image 
may later become much more complicated than this first recognition suggests. Its accessibility 
tells us nothing about its depth. It has simply given us an entrance. 

Other photographs behave diƯerently. 

I notice this when working with sequences. An image that seemed almost inert on its own 
changes when another appears several pages later. A barrier that first looked incidental begins 
to belong to a larger system of access. A loading area is no longer only a loading area once it has 
been seen beside waiting bodies, circulation routes and spaces of consumption. A small figure 
in an architectural space ceases to appear merely isolated when similar distances recur 
elsewhere. 

Nothing dramatic happens when the relation begins to form. 

The photograph has not changed. 

I have. 

How long would I have stayed with the first image if I had not known that another one was 
coming? 

And how long do we stay with a work when nobody has already told us that staying may be 
worthwhile? 

We rarely encounter anything under unlimited conditions. Attention has a duration. Decisions 
have deadlines. An editor sees a selection before deciding whether to ask for more. A gallery 
opens a PDF. A curator enters a studio between two other appointments. A jury may have 
hundreds of submissions. On a phone, an image arrives between a message, a headline and a 
photograph from someone we know. 

None of this is necessarily careless. 

We could not live, work or decide if every encounter demanded exhaustive examination. Most of 
the time we have to reduce. We recognise enough to orient ourselves, form a provisional 
judgement and continue. 

We live, in this sense, much of our lives in low resolution. 

I do not mean that as an accusation. Low resolution is useful. It allows us to act without knowing 
everything. I do not need to understand the whole transport system before boarding a train. A 
doctor cannot reconsider the history of medicine before every diagnosis. A curator cannot spend 
several days with every portfolio. 

The diƯiculty begins when the resolution of an encounter is lower than the resolution required by 
what is being judged. 

Not every work loses the same amount under the same reduction. 



Some complicated works survive compression remarkably well. Their central question becomes 
available quickly even when everything that follows remains open. A biography can provide an 
immediate entrance into work that later expands into migration, memory, economics, violence 
or inherited history. A single photograph can be formally compelling enough to hold attention 
while its implications remain unresolved. 

Other works depend more heavily on relations that take time to emerge. Meaning may lie less in 
what one image contains than in what happens between ten of them. Repetition matters. A 
deviation becomes visible only after a pattern has been established. Something absent from one 
photograph acquires weight because it returns elsewhere. A spatial distance becomes 
significant because we have encountered the same relation repeatedly under diƯerent 
conditions. 

This does not make the second kind of work better. 

A work may require time because it is precise and relational. It may also require time because it 
is vague, badly edited or has not yet found its form. DiƯiculty is not evidence of depth. Obscurity 
is not ambiguity. No viewer owes a work attention simply because an artist claims that meaning 
will eventually appear. 

Yet there remains a structural diƯerence. 

Some works can show why they deserve attention before much attention has been given to 
them. 

Others can only show it after. 

The order matters. 

An institution has to decide whether to continue before it can know everything that continuation 
might reveal. Sometimes the conditions needed to demonstrate a work's value arrive only after 
the decision about whether those conditions will be provided. 

This is not merely a problem of time. It is a problem of how an encounter is kept open. 

A work does not always need reputation to achieve this. Sometimes it produces its own reason 
to continue. 

Trevor Paglen's work, for example, can involve surveillance systems, classified infrastructures, 
satellites, military technology and data. The work is complex, but the first threshold can be clear 
enough: there are systems operating around us that are diƯicult to see, and the work is trying to 
make some part of them perceptible. 

That clarity does not simplify what follows. It simply gives the viewer a reason to enter. 

Thomas Demand shows another possibility. His photographs require an unusual chain of 
understanding. A media image or historically charged place is reconstructed in paper and 
cardboard; the reconstruction is photographed; the model disappears; what remains looks 
simultaneously factual and artificial. 

At first, the method may need explanation. But once it has been exhibited, written about and 
encountered repeatedly, later photographs no longer have to establish the whole procedure 
from zero. The work has acquired a public grammar. 



That matters because complex work does not always wait for reputation to rescue it. Sometimes 
the work creates its own entrance. Sometimes a curator, a text or a viewer's prior knowledge 
does. Sometimes the encounter simply holds. 

The more precise question is: 

What gives an encounter enough reason to continue before the work has fully shown what 
continuing might reveal? 

Reputation is one possible answer. 

When I encounter a new photograph by Andreas Gursky, I do not encounter only the photograph. 
Whether I want it or not, the name arrives with it. Earlier works are somewhere in the room. So 
are museums, books, exhibitions and decades of discussion. I may already know something 
about his use of scale, distance, repetition, digital construction, production, crowds or the 
relation between individual figures and larger systems. 

None of this tells me whether the new photograph is good. 

It does something more modest and perhaps more consequential. 

It gives me reasons not to decide too quickly. 

If the image feels distant, I may assume that the distance is intentional before I assume that it is 
empty. If repetition seems excessive, I may first ask whether it belongs to a method. If I do not 
immediately understand why a particular relation matters, I may connect it to earlier work before 
deciding that there is nothing there. 

With an unknown artist, the same formal property may enter the encounter diƯerently. 

Distance can look like coldness. 

Repetition can look unnecessary. 

Ambiguity can look like indecision. 

The work has not necessarily changed. What has changed is the interpretive space in which it 
arrives. 

Reputation is often treated as something like cultural brand value. The comparison is useful to a 
point. A recognised name carries expectations, just as a familiar brand does. But in art 
reputation may do something that interests me more than positive expectation. 

It can carry previous attention into the next encounter. 

The time already spent with an artist does not disappear when an exhibition closes. It remains in 
books, criticism, collections, conversations, memory and the artist's own history. Later works 
inherit some of the interpretive labour invested in earlier ones. 

Perhaps reputation therefore gives an artist not only visibility, but a particular freedom: the 
freedom to remain unresolved for longer. 

But reputation does not necessarily improve perception. 

It can do the opposite. 

A famous name can become an answer before the work has asked a question. We can look at a 
photograph and think, almost immediately, Gursky. The category that once helped us stay can 



now make us stop looking in another way. We recognise the method, the scale, the concerns. 
The work is absorbed into what we already know. 

Reputation can buy interpretive patience. 

It can also buy interpretive certainty too early. 

What matters is not that recognition opens interpretation. It is that recognition alters the 
conditions under which interpretation begins. 

This also changes how I think about networks in art. 

Networks can certainly provide access. A professor makes an introduction. A curator 
recommends someone. A gallery opens a door. 

But a network can also keep a language in circulation. 

Someone sees the work again. A later work changes how an earlier one is understood. A critic 
finds language for something that had previously remained diƯicult to name. The artist is not the 
only person developing. 

The field is learning too. 

Public legibility can emerge from repeated contact. Artistic language and interpretive field 
acquire a history with one another. 

This changes how I think about entering an artistic field later. 

The usual language of the “late bloomer” is not especially helpful. Biological age tells us little 
about the process. A twenty-five-year-old artist may already have spent years within an 
academy, a peer group and an exhibition network. Another person may enter institutional art 
much later after developing a way of seeing largely elsewhere. 

The second artist may not possess an undeveloped language. 

The language may already be quite far along. 

What is undeveloped is its reception history. 

The artist has lived with the work. 

The field has not. 

That diƯerence matters particularly for work whose meaning is relational. A developed artistic 
language can arrive inside a field that is encountering it for the first time. 

The problem is then not simply that the artist has fewer contacts. 

The artist and the field have not had the same amount of time to learn one another. 

A work may have to function and simultaneously create the conditions under which its 
functioning can be recognised. 

That is a heavy first encounter. 

But it is not destiny. 



Institutions can accelerate the process. A curator can recognise something early and give it 
context. An exhibition can create comparisons. A publication can provide language. A prize can 
bring a work into conversations that did not exist around it before. 

Institutions do not select under unlimited conditions either. 

A museum has to account for money, space and public attention. A gallery must remain 
economically viable. A foundation has a mandate. A festival has a programme. An editor has to 
make something communicable. 

These conditions are not external corruptions of culture. They are part of the conditions under 
which culture becomes public at all. 

But they create a tension. 

The more an institution must explain why a decision is justified, the more useful it becomes 
when a work gives it something that can already be explained. 

That does not mean the work must be simple. 

A photograph concerned with displacement, family history, racial violence or ecological 
destruction can oƯer a clear point of orientation and still develop into an extraordinarily complex 
work. A viewer may know quickly where to begin without knowing where the work will lead. 

Another project may be equally concerned with social life while making that concern visible only 
through less immediate relations: infrastructure and behaviour, labour and convenience, 
movement and exclusion, spatial organisation and individual agency. 

Its problem is not greater complexity in any absolute sense. 

It simply produces its reasons diƯerently. 

This is where curation becomes both solution and complication. 

A curator can give a work time, space and relation. A sequence can remain intact. Historical 
connections can be made available. Works can be placed beside one another so that something 
otherwise invisible begins to emerge. 

A museum can say, without saying it explicitly: 

Stay. You do not have to decide yet. 

In that sense, curation can protect ambiguity. 

But the same frame changes what remains open. The exhibition title, wall text, neighbouring 
works and institution begin to organise interpretation before the viewer has completed it. 

Curation can give uncertainty somewhere to exist while reducing uncertainty about what kind of 
uncertainty it is. 

Perhaps that is not a failure of curation but one of its unavoidable tensions. 

The same tension appears in the idea that art should irritate us. 

There is a diƯerence between encountering something that makes no immediate sense and 
encountering something that makes no immediate sense inside a museum that has already 
declared it worthy of attention. 



The second irritation comes with reassurance. 

Its legitimacy has already been established. 

The more diƯicult question lies one step earlier: 

How does an irritation survive before anyone with enough cultural authority has decided 
that it is the kind of irritation worth keeping? 

Sometimes the work itself holds us. Sometimes someone we trust tells us to look again. 
Sometimes an institution creates the necessary space. Sometimes reputation carries earlier 
attention forward. 

And sometimes the encounter ends. 

Cultural fields have to learn from those endings. Exhibitions succeed or fail. Works sell or do not. 
Applications are selected. Publications receive attention. Certain artists prove reliable. 
Particular forms can be explained more easily to audiences, collectors or funders. 

It would be irrational for institutions to learn nothing from experience. 

But experience can become a filter. 

What has worked before becomes easier to recognise as something that might work again. 
Existing reputation reduces uncertainty. Familiar categories make comparison possible. Artists 
themselves learn which selections travel well, which descriptions open doors and which 
fragments of a larger project survive an application. 

No one needs to command conformity. 

A sequence of reasonable decisions can gradually make some possibilities easier to imagine 
than others. 

This is why a rejection contains less information than it first appears to contain. 

A work seen for three minutes may genuinely fail to produce a reason for continuing. 

But these two statements are not identical: 

This work did not produce enough reason for further attention under these conditions. 

and 

This work did not contain enough to deserve further attention. 

The first describes an encounter. 

The second describes the work. 

We often move from one to the other because decisions have to be made. 

Perhaps there is no way around that. 

The danger begins when we forget that something was lost in the movement. 

Low resolution becomes dangerous when it forgets that it is low resolution. 

This is not confined to art. We make provisional judgements everywhere. About political claims, 
scientific findings, people, institutions and events. We cannot reconstruct every context before 
acting. 



But culture makes the problem unusually visible because the act of looking can itself change 
what becomes available to be judged. 

Meaning does not always stand ready before the encounter. 

Sometimes it happens within it. 

No artist has a right to prolonged attention. 

Unknown work is not necessarily innovative. Reputation is often deserved. Expertise matters. 
Institutions need selection. A culture in which every proposal had to remain open indefinitely 
would not become more perceptive. It would become unable to decide. 

The question is narrower. 

How much uncertainty can a culture aƯord to keep alive? 

If every new contribution must make its relevance fully legible before significant time, trust or 
resources can be invested in it, a cultural field may become extremely eƯicient at recognising 
what it already knows how to recognise. 

That can produce excellent art. 

It can also create a blind spot around work for which the interpretive language has not yet 
formed. 

The risk is not that everything unfamiliar disappears. Some unfamiliar work is immediately 
compelling. Some artists create their own entrance with extraordinary force. Some institutions 
are very good at recognising practices that do not yet possess an established vocabulary. 

The risk is subtler. 

We may become increasingly good at finding new forms of things for which we already possess 
categories of significance. 

And less able to notice when the category itself is what has to change. 

A living culture cannot avoid judgement. 

Perhaps its openness depends instead on whether some judgements can remain provisional 
long enough for the resolution of the encounter itself to change. 

Can a culture remain open to something it does not yet know how to recognise? 

I do not know. 

But if the answer is yes, the evidence for what matters cannot always come first. 

Sometimes attention has to precede the proof that the attention was deserved. 



 


