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K. first tries to reach the castle on foot.
The protagonist of Franz Kafka’s unfinished
work The Castle only wants to speak to
someone with authority, so that he can
fulfill his post as the new land surveyor.
Bleakly yet comically, the road in this
strange village “merely passed close” to
the castle “before turning aside, as if on
purpose, and although it moved no further
away from the castle, it came no closer
either.”¹ K. trudges through the snow, his
tangent route never leading to the castle.
The narrator slyly indicates that K.’s
difficulties seem “as if” the result of
some obscure intention to keep him at bay.²
More than a conspiracy of the aloof,
often slumbering castle officials, or the
“local rustics,” it seems to be the
arrangement of the road, the peculiarities
of the village’s map, the perspective of
the castle at a distance, and the snow’s
resistance to K.’s belabored steps that
drive and exhaust his desire.³
Exhausted, K. falls asleep immediately
upon entering the first villager’s house
he comes to. Adults take steamy baths in
a shadowy room while children run about
in a scene described as “unchanging, sad,
and beautiful.”⁴ Kafka’s stories re-iterate
the commonplace, constructing an atmosphere of friction and contradiction in the
most mundane of transactions. The Castle
transforms faces into “cheek to cheek
smiling,” or “tormented” expressions on
“skulls” that “looked as if they had been
beaten flat on top.”⁵ Technologies, like
the telephone, emit unrecognizable noise.
Conversations only beget increasingly
contradictory conversations. Natural
textures of experience become grotesquely
or comically displaced—components of a
literary machine outputting only continual
and inevitable deferral. The instrumentality of everyday actions and events
are emphasized through the interruption

14

of their function. The text presents a
mirror that does more than reflect the
sometimes facile periodization of the early
twentieth century as Kafkaesque bureaucratization. It stultifies elements of a
smoothening world of mediated experiences.
If, as Jonathan Crary argues in 24/7,
recent “conditions of communication and
information access on an everyday level
ensure the systematic erasure of the past
as part of the fantasmatic construction of
the present,”⁶ then remembrance offers
resistance to a presentism under which
neoliberal capital manages the extraction
of value through seamless access to social
life. Walter Benjamin sees in Kafka’s
work’s distortions, evidence of the
forgotten, erased, and marginalized:
“Everything forgotten mingles with what has
been forgotten of the prehistoric world,
forms countless uncertain and changing
compounds, yielding a constant flow of new,
strange products.”⁷ The past reappears as
form, contesting its erasure and interrupting the present. Benjamin sees this
primarily in gestures described in Kafka’s
texts: the mechanicalness of students
writing, hands clapping, etc. More broadly,
Benjamin writes that “interruption” as it
is performed in gestures “is one of the
fundamental methods of all form-giving.”⁸
Benjamin understands gesture, as repetition
with difference, to be a formal tool for
critique. Thus, this understanding of
gesture can be extended to encompass the
ways in which Kafka’s texts interrupt
infrastructures that otherwise appear as
natural: the road, the village, and the
castle are given conspiratorial form.
Similarly, within this exhibition,
sculptural works by Alan Ruiz and Jason
Hirata quote and interrupt everyday forms
of lighting and construction—technologies
of illumination and obfuscation that
administer public space for the private
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Alan Ruiz, Hunter Green 1390, 2016. Alkyd enamel on plywood,
plexiglass, steel studs, existing architecture, 96 x 336 x 36 in.
(243.8 x 853.4 x 91.4 cm). Courtesy the artist
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gains of capital. Constantina Zavitsanos
intervenes in the architecture of the
gallery itself by building an illusion of
an underground escape hatch that instead
ends in a mirror. Rather than escape, these
works insist on critique at the level of
form, re-iterating contemporary infrastructures as “new, strange products,” and
thereby registering them in the gallery
as sites of struggle.⁹
White light floods from behind a large,
dark green wall that extends across the
far end of the main gallery. The black
walls of the gallery recede, while this
freestanding, eight-foot-tall green wall,
a work in a series by Alan Ruiz titled
Hunter Green 1390 (2016 and 2018), extends
across the space. At its center, a rhombus
with twelve-inch sides is cut to the size
specified by New York City law. Freshly
painted, the wall looks new, but it is not
original. Segments like this one, made of
different grades and sizes of plywood, are
painted with nearly one hundred thousand
gallons of this same shade of hunter green
canned annually for this purpose. They form
a fragmented loop of temporary iterations
throughout New York City. Replenished by
the accelerating and never-finished process
of real-estate development, pieces of this
standardized wall surround and secure
construction sites in all five boroughs.¹⁰
Just outside The Kitchen, on West
Nineteenth Street, a new condo or office
building is rising out of the pit dug for
its foundation. As it does, the green
plywood will ascend from beneath the High
Line on metal poles to guard against
falling debris as a shadowed canopy of
hunter green—a banal element of the city’s
mise-en-scène.
The wall in Kafka’s “At the Building
of the Great Wall of China” is similarly
a product of legal standardization. An
obscure imperial order, “in existence since
time immemorial,” commands that the wall
be built through an unending process of
constructing and conjoining five-hundredmeter segments.¹¹ This is not the historical
Great Wall, but an orientalist hyperbole of
ahistorical imperial authority illustrated

through the allegory of an infrastructure
project. The wall is intended to circumscribe the entirety of China, but never
will. Teams of exhausted workers must pick
up and leave after completing their
assigned segments on which they have worked
for years, traversing long distances to
recommence working on a new independent
piece of the wall somewhere else. This
spatializing impulse in Kafka is what
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari call
the “distant and close.” The content of
the imperial message is inaccessible,
“distant,” and yet its power is immanent.
They write that “the emperor’s council
wanted the fragmentary style for the wall;
and the fragments refer so much to the
imperial transcendence and a hidden unity
that certain persons feel that the
discontinuous wall will find its only
finality in a tower,” with that tower
speculated to be the Tower of Babel.¹²
In Deleuze and Guattari’s reading:
“discontinuity imposes itself on Kafka
especially when there is representation
of a transcendental, abstract, and reified
machine.”¹³ Ruiz’s sculpture—a fragment
related to the central authority of the
law, as well as a tool of finance and
real-estate development—operates through
its relation to New York City’s system of
hunter-green sheds and fences. A paranoid
logic of immanence and transcendence
animates this screen that demarcates the
exhibition space; Ruiz’s work functions
as a node on this otherwise inconspicuous
and privately contracted network.
Built into the city code is also the
requirement for a small diamond-shaped
window. Ruiz asserts that “The presence of
standardized apertures provides the public
with a false sense of transparency while
simultaneously drawing the viewers into
this concealment of labor, producing a
fetishistic gaze and form of architectural
spectacle. Yet what is further concealed
behind Hunter Green are forms of speculation that expel and displace local
communities.”¹⁴ These simple windows, which
look like readymade minimal sculpture,
are the result of a legislative procedure
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that renders the world on the other side
of the wall as a pictorial drama. By
reproducing the material output of this
legal code, Ruiz repeats the banal
structures of the city, making them
contested sites.
In this exhibition, the hunter-green
wall does not fence off a construction
site or building façade. Instead, it
buffers the threat of total illumination.
On the gallery wall behind Hunter Green
1390, several 5000 K Hyperikon LED corn
bulbs are installed in brushed aluminum
fixtures. The bright white light emitted
by this installation, a work from the
series Les Misérables (2016—18) by Jason
Hirata, renders the bulbs and fixtures
nearly invisible. Lighting systems of
these specifications have been developed
to produce energy-efficient, continuous
illumination with daylight color
temperature for warehouses and supply-chain
sites that operate under globalized,
neoliberal modes of production. Recently,
these LEDs have been adopted as streetlights and in lighted public spaces,
replacing the sodium-vapor lamps that
characterized nocturnal artificial
illumination for much of the second half
of the twentieth century. Whereas older
sodium-vapor lights produce a limited
spectrum of color, the new LEDs Hirata
installs in the gallery produce a
white light that renders the night and
shadows in “full color.” They produce a
hypervisibility that can also serve the
surveillance techniques of state and
corporate security apparatuses.
Hirata’s lamps plug directly into
outlets and run twenty-four hours a day,
providing material confirmation of the
Kitchen’s reliance on the power grid.
By installing the LED bulbs on the wall
at eye level, as opposed to overhead,
he transforms their placement into an
aggressive encounter that confounds
the desire for visibility and illumination
in the gallery and distorts the ability
to see at all. Together, Hirata’s light
fixtures and Ruiz’s freestanding fragment
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of a sidewalk fence give weight to
elements of the commonplace, offering them
as material evidence of the ideological
conditions that undergird our contemporary

Fig 1

Jason Hirata, Les Misérables, 2016—18. Four light fixtures, aluminum, Hyperikon LED corn bulbs,
electrical components, wax, 11.5 x 4 x 19.5 in. (29.2 x 10.2 x 49.5 cm) each. Courtesy the artist
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moment. Both Ruiz’s and Hirata’s works
engage a historical-materialist account
of real-estate development, city infrastructure, and neoliberal regimes of
management and gentrification. Like Kafka’s
stories, but in a peculiarly sculptural
way, they distort reality in order to
contest the banality of that which is new.
Constantina Zavitsanos’s work in this
exhibition, Silueta (XVI) (2012 and 2018),
modifies the gallery architecture to
produce a kind of inconspicuous exit. An
opening in the wall leads to a three-footby-three-foot shaft extending upward from
the floor. Though the shaft’s design is
large enough to accommodate a wheelchair
user, it cannot be entered. Looking down
into this shaft, four mirror tiles, with a
visible seam between them, reflect a yellow
nylon rope. Glimpsed in the virtual image
of the mirror, the rope extends well below
the gallery floor, forming a loose coil of
slack rope at the “bottom” of the shaft.
Although the work seems to offer a way
out, the illusion fails to truly deceive.
The seamed surface of the mirror instead
only presents reflecting tiles and an
upside-down rope. Offering no exit from

Fig 1 “Panel Posting Elevation Diagram,”
from 2014 New York City Construction Codes,
Building Code, chapter 33, figure
3301.9.2.2
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the engagements that define the exhibition,
the escape becomes “a subject for reflection without end.”¹⁵
In Zavitsanos’s installation, the
illusion of an exit rhymes with the failure
to escape that Deleuze and Guattari read
in Kafka’s stories:

of form, feeling, control, and resistance.
Thresholds and exits are not what they seem
and, paradoxically, must be understood
as instrumental parts of a larger system.
In addition to the spatial logic of the
distant and the close—a paranoid logic
that connects the immanent with the transcendent—in Kafka, there is also always an
architectural state of the “faraway and
contiguous.”¹⁷ Deleuze and Guattari define
this second state through the burrow or the
back hallway.¹⁸ In The Castle, snoozing
secretaries, working on behalf of distant
castle officials, conduct business from
bed through a series of secret hallways in
the castle inn. They reach out from behind
a “positive percussion” of “opening and
closing doors in the corridor” to receive
their illegible files.¹⁹ The castle itself
is described as “a poor kind of collection
of cottages” comprising “an extensive
complex of buildings.”²⁰ Whereas a castle
might normally be thought of as a vertical
fortification embodying transcendental
authority, Kafka’s castle more closely
resembles an office, or “control society,”
in its horizontality.²¹
After K. struggles to reach the castle
on foot, he turns back weary and tired, to
retire to the inn. There, he attempts to
collapse the distance to the authorities of
the nearby castle through technology. To
the surprise of the locals gathered there,
he confidently calls the castle warden on
the inn’s telephone in order to apply for a
permit to gain entrance. When K. picks up
the receiver, prior to being told definitively that he may never go to the castle,
an uncanny sound exceeds and confounds
his perception:

To enter or leave the machine, to be
in the machine, to walk around it,
to approach it—these are all still
components of the machine itself:
these are states of desire, free of
all interpretation. The line of escape
is part of the machine. Inside or
outside, the animal is part of the
burrow-machine.¹⁶
“Machine,” as it is used here, refers to
the world constructed in Kafka’s text: its
figures, elements, architectures, scenes,
sounds, and emotional content. It might
also stand in for the constellation
of elements in this exhibition. The term
usefully suggests an overdetermination

A humming, such as K. had never before
heard on the telephone, emerged from
the receiver. It was as if the murmur
of countless childish voices—not that
it was really a murmur, it was more
like the singing of voices, very very
far away—as if that sound were forming,
unlikely as that be, into a single high,
strong voice, striking the ear as if

Fig 2
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trying to penetrate further than
into the mere human sense of hearing.
K. heard it and said nothing.²²

modern technology, and it fails to short
circuit the distance to authority. Instead,
the failure to connect just provides
further evidence of this distance. In their
essay “The Guild of the Brave Poor Things,”
collected in the volume Trap Door: Trans
Cultural Production and the Politics of
Visibility, Park McArthur and Zavitsanos
equate the discontinuity produced by a
telephone with that of a doorway. Perhaps
the ultimate device of a “faraway and
contiguous” logic, the trapdoor is central
to this equation. They ask:

The “murmur” is almost “singing.” Somehow
the voices of “countless” children are also
a “single high, strong voice.” This
auditory distortion, a kind of unnatural
abstraction, both “penetrat[ing]” his ear
and sounding at an incredible distance,
seems to enthrall K., creating a momentary
departure from his determined task.
In “The Telephone” (1938), Walter
Benjamin regards the device with a sense
of foreboding and fear, almost comically
so. He places it in the homes of the
bourgeoisie, and charts its movement from
darkened back rooms to the end tables and
consoles of the more fashionable rooms for
entertaining. He describes the telephone,
like Kafka’s protagonist, as exerting an
immanent authority over him, commanding him
not so much through the content transmitted, but through the intensity of its
interruption of normal time:

What about a door is a trap when it’s
known, or known to be unknown? What
a bout is the trap of civility. There’s
something about a threshold that has
to do with what forms may arise on the
other side, on the other way phone,
telephonic to what has been called to
exit in place of its entrance. By this
we mean to question what happens behind
closed but public doors or chambers—
what is posited as solitary and yet has
everything to do with sociality.²⁴

I tore off the two receivers, which
were heavy as dumbbells, thrust my head
between them, and was inexorably
delivered over to the voice that now
sounded. There was nothing to allay the
violence with which it pierced me.
Powerless, I suffered, seeing that it
obliterated my consciousness of time,
my firm resolve, my sense of duty.
And just as the medium obeys the voice
that takes possession of him from
beyond the grave, I submitted to the
first proposal that came my way through
the telephone.²³

Their line of inquiry insists on the
connection, which resists closure and separation, across the threshold. They evoke
simultaneously the nefarious quality of
closed doors, while also disarticulating
the hermetic or official quality of that
which is residing behind closed doors.
They rearticulate such separation as social,
curious, inventive, exciting, romantic,
and constitutive of care. Desire operates
through the phone and across thresholds.
In their essay, McArthur and Zavitsanos
include several of their “scores,” which
often figure in their collaborative writing
practice. These short texts serve as
poetic sets of instructions for iterable
and unspectacular gestures. Many of these
“scores” refer to activities that involve
offering and receiving care, such as uncrossing or crossing another’s legs, while
others suggest removing or adding doors to
modify domestic space. The suggestion in
these scores, and in the Silueta series,

“Powerless,” Benjamin becomes a medium
for the apparatus, and the voice “takes
possession.” In Kafka and Benjamin,
the advent of this technological device
does not transmit or receive any sort
of meaningful communication but rather
ruptures the passage of time. This rupture
is evidence of a new order. In The Castle,
the telephone is the only recognizable

Fig 2 Illustration from Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor
Literature (1986)
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which emerges from both McArthur’s and
Zavitsanos’s theorization of disability,
is that politics takes form—in technology,
in architecture, and in the most seemingly
banal infrastructure—and so form must be
politicized to accommodate life.
One very short score reads:

identities occurs through processes of
disablement produced by exclusion from a
capitalist wage system. In resisting such
processes of enclosure, they write that
“representation can make us targets in
offering, or imposing, recognition. For
many of us this is a life and death
situation—a bond entered as a double bind,
and all bound up with one another. For many
of us, it is a life or death situation—a
gamble we ante with a blind.”²⁷ They
paradoxically refigure the position of
vulnerability as a resource for being

SCORE FOR HOLD MUSIC
Sing Along
“Score for Hold Music” contains a surprise:
the length of the score is shorter than
the title. There is a kind of joke in this
deadpan brevity. The suggestion is not to
“sing” as some kind of release, to break
into song, nor to hang up in catharsis, but
instead to “sing along,” as an embrace of
the fact of being “on hold” itself.
Judith Butler describes Kafka’s
gestures as “arrested action that cease to
be functions” and “signs under erasure.”²⁵
The voice through the telephone, no longer
a voice with meaningful capacity for signification, puts K.’s activities on hold—
desire animates K.’s movement from room
to room. Desire across thresholds and
locations. K.’s falling asleep, his slowly
ceasing of functionality, even The Castle’s
mid-sentence ending, all evidence such
arrested action. K.’s increasingly humorous
exhaustion results from his nonstop investigating and hyperbolically anticipates
what Crary defines as the “the paradoxes
of the expanding, nonstop life-world of
twenty-first-century capitalism—paradoxes
that are inseparable from shifting configurations of sleep and waking, illumination
and darkness, justice and terror, and from
forms of exposure, unprotectedness, and
vulnerability.”²⁶ Techniques of enclosure
co-emerge with contemporary infrastructures
of control that employ visibility and
openness as precarious sites.
McArthur and Zavitsanos approach the
risk of entering into a normative public
sphere of representation from the position
of disability justice. The social model of
disability contends that the individuation
and separation of nonnormative bodies and

Fig 3

“bound up with one another.” Notions of
“limitation,” debility, and imposed
separation are eroticized through their
sociality. In Zavitsanos’s collaborative
writing and sculptural installations such
as Silueta (XVI), resistance to enclosure
is also a recognition of liberation, not as
a final exit, but as an immanent, material
redefinition of the space occupied.
Material realities become sculptural
material. Hirata and Ruiz choose to
represent “shifting configurations” through
iterable forms of infrastructure. In
Zavitsanos’s Silueta (XVI), the threshold
becomes a site that enframes the desire to
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escape architectures of enclosure.
This threshold suggests that life takes
shape through coping: through a resistance
and vulnerability that exceeds but cannot
escape infrastructures and techniques of
control and extraction. Coping can then
be thought as the historical ground for
these works, which sculpt an encounter
with spatial and material structures of
authority; as a resource for critique
at the level of form; and as a problem
of aesthetics.
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