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A Series of Supplementary Notes on the Title ‘In-/Visible Spectrums: Contemporary 

Video Art from the Sinosphere’ 

Paul Gladston 

I 

Supplementarity: an addendum to an ‘original’ text which paradoxically reveals that text’s 

incompleteness. 

II 

Etymology of the term ‘spectrum’: 

 

The ancient Latin noun spectrum, meaning ‘image’ or ‘apparition’, relates to the Latin verb 

specere, ‘to look at’ or ‘view’. In Latin, spectrum also signifies a ghostly or frightening 

apparition. Spectrum first entered the English language in the early 1600s where it continued 

to signify ghostly apparitions (spectres). 

 

In the 1670s, Isaac Newton (1642-1727) was the first to use the term ‘spectrum’ scientifically 

to refer to the rainbow range of coloured light made visible after passing white light through a 

prism – thus retaining traces of the term’s historical references to occult (hidden or obscure) 

states of being. Newton’s proto scientific practice remained wedded to the occultist discourses 

of his time. Throughout his career Newton pursued alchemy as a serious ‘chymical’ practice 

revelatory of nature’s hidden secrets. In 1888 Newton’s use of the term spectrum was extended 

to the entire range of electromagnetic radiation wavelengths visible and invisible to the naked 

human eye. 

 

The legal validity of spectral evidence, meaning hearsay testimony about the actions of occult 

entities including the Devil and daemons, was strongly debated during the seventeenth century. 

Such evidence was used to convict many of those accused at the Salem Witch Trials (1692-

1693).  

 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) used the term Spektrum in his treatise Theory of 

Colours (Zur Farbenlehre) (1810) to signify ghostly after-images resulting from prolonged 

looking at fields of colour. Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) adopted this usage in his treatise 

On Vision and Colours (Ueber das Sehn und die Farben) (1816).  

 

Since the 1930s the term ‘spectrum’ has been used to refer by analogy to diverse aspects of a 

given concept: for example, ranges of political opinion or of medical disorders. Uses of this 

sort do not usually have the quantitative precision of scientific categorisations and do not 

always capture nuanced differences between concepts.  

 

The idea of the spectrum is implicit to contemporary ideas of cultural difference and diversity, 

where, after the poststructuralist ‘critical turn’ of the late twentieth century, identities are 

understood to remain relatively distinct while intersecting with and shifting in relation to one 

another; as signified by the continuing development of Gilbert Baker’s (1951-2017) ‘Rainbow 

Flag’ used in various incarnations since the late 1970’s to represent LGBTQ+ pride, diversity, 

and related social movements. 
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In Sinophone cultures, gui (鬼, ‘spectres’), are ghostly apparitions that traverse the boundary 

between life and death. Such apparitions often manifest as pitiable, malicious or vengeful. 

Some, Diao Si Gui (吊死鬼, the ‘hanged ghost’), are considered to have met wrongful ends 

and others Gu Hun Ye Gui (孤魂野鬼) to be displaced, restless or lonely. Cognate meanings 

can be found in other cultural contexts, including, notably, the European/American tradition of 

Gothic literature and Japanese ghost stories. 

 

III 

 

Derridean Spectrology: 

The figure of the spectre re/appears in the writings of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004). In his book 

Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New 

International (Spectres de Marx: l'état de la dette, le travail du deuil et la nouvelle 

Internationale) (1993), Derrida introduces the related concepts of ‘spectrology’ and 

‘hauntology’ (a pun on the philosophical term ‘ontology’), concerning the ways in which past  

and future meanings continuously haunt the ‘present.’ In this he elaborates on earlier Derridean 

concepts, including différance – the movement of differing and deferring between linguistic 

signs understood as giving rise to the very possibility of linguistic meaning as well as its 

negation through the productivity of unfolding  signification) – and ‘trace structure’ – whereby 

‘present’ meaning is marked by the traces of ‘absent’, past and future, signification. Derridean 

poststructuralism conceives of meaning as persistently re-contextualized and re-motivated 

(deconstructed) in the face of non-linear shifts of time and place, which render the present 

always-already ‘out of joint.’  

The time is out of joint: O cursed spite, 

That ever I was born to set it right!  

- William Shakespeare, Hamlet, act one, scene five 

Spectrology extends Derridean deconstructivism’s initial critique of philosophical metaphysics 

and its ontological privileging of presence over absence by revealing the inescapable 

susceptibility of political ideology to différance and trace-structure. The metaphorical figure of 

the spectre resonates with such thinking by coming and going between presence and absence 

and life and death. In Specters of Marx, Derrida focuses on Marxism and its perceived demise 

following the failed European uprisings of 1968 and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Derrida 

upholds Marxism’s its promise of millenarian revolutionary change as something that may 

never be fully realised but can still be pursued politically as a matter of social justice. As such, 

spectrology can be viewed as a contribution to progressive political discourses across existing 

geopolitical boundaries after the ending of the Cold War and the (purported) death of 

communism (in contrast to a supposedly triumphal neo-liberalism); a vision challenged by the 

reassertion of competing nationalist and imperialist cultural essentialisms in the context of 

twenty-first century multi-polar post-Cold War contemporaneity.  

IV 
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A spectre continues to haunt the world, that of Chinese identity… 

The title of the SOAS exhibition ‘In-/Visible Spectrums: Contemporary Video Art from the 

Sinosphere’ resonates with the etymological polysemy of the term ‘spectrum’ as a term 

variously signifying ghostly apparitions, the act of looking/spectatorship and a range of 

manifestations both within and beyond immediate perception.  

‘Spectrum’, in its various significances, points toward the disjunctive condition of post-

Duchampian modernist, postmodernist and contemporary art as spectral entities manifesting 

somewhere (and nowhere) between art and non-art as well as objective presence and absence. 

Contemporary video art may be considered a particularly spectral medium in this regard, 

varying between digital immateriality and fleeting technological presence.  

The use of ‘spectrum’ in this context also refers to the transcultural construction of Sinospheric 

contemporary art, located uncertainly as it is between European/American, Sinophone and 

other cultural sensibilities. 

The reciprocal pairing of xu-shi (虚实, substance-absence), and its relationship to the 

internationally recognised dualism yin-yang (阴阳, taijitu), are key aspects of classical 

Chinese aesthetics. In classical Chinese poetry, painting and music making, reciprocity 

between formal absence and presence are understood to heighten aesthetical feeling as well as 

the Qi (气, energy or life-force) of represented scenes from nature. 

The spectrological haunting of Sinospheric contemporary art by Chinese classical tradition in 

addition to avant-gardist and post-avant-gardist tendencies places it along intersecting 

transhistorical (diachronic) as well as transcultural (synchronic) spectral axes. The extent of 

those postionings visible to spectators is dependent on their specific historical and cultural 

horizons (myopias/hyperopias) and the effects of parallactic shifts in perception.  

The conception of an extended Sinosphere, as a diverse cultural-linguistic domain, presented 

by the exhibition intervenes critically with assertions of cultural essentialism and (imperialist) 

claims toward a geographically/geopolitically unifiable ‘Greater China.’ The Sinosphere may 

be thought of in this regard as a Sinospectrum across which come and go restless (spectral) 

artistic diasporas. Those diasporas – internal and external to geographical China – are not only 

communities for the restless but also the wronged.  

The extent of the Sinosphere is uncertain. Not only can it be seen to encompass at its ostensible 

edges Sinophone diasporas but also East Asian cultures such as those of Korea and Japan that 

have translated Chinese culture as part of their own. Also included are non-East Asian cultures 

which have translated Sinophone culture – viz. European/American modernism and 

postmodernism’s assimilation of Chinese cultural thinking; for example, in the work of Mark 

Tobey, Georgia O’Keefe, Agnes Martin, and Brice Marden. This is not to deny or erase the 

particularity Sinophone/Chinese culture but instead to identify its dynamic trans-

historical/cultural richness and complexity. 
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The recently revived classical Chinese conception of Tianxia (天下, ‘everything under 

heaven’) – that is to say, of Chinese influence as radiating concentrically across the globe from 

the seat of China’s imperial seat of power – as a means of asserting a post-Cold War shift of 

geopolitical and cultural power away from the North and West can thus be remotivated as an 

uncertainly bounded sphere of diverse spectral transcultural interactivity rather than one of 

monocultural/political domination. 

The concept of an extended uncertainly bounded Sinosphere presented here resonates with 

Mark Fisher (aka k-punk)’s (1968-2017) adoption/translation of Derridean spectrology as a 

means of analysing the haunting of popular culture by supposedly ‘lost’ or unrealised futures, 

but with a specific turn toward the transcultural and a more open conception of relationships 

between past, present and future.   

V 

There are undeniable structural resonances between the Derridean identification of différance 

and yin-yang. Yin-yang – that which is dark, passive and feminine and that which is light, active 

and masculine, respectively – is a dualism immemorial to Sinophone cultures which conceives 

of an immanent dynamic interplay and reciprocity between seemingly opposed states of being 

in which each is marked by the ‘seed’ of, is interconnected with and constantly transforms into 

its other(s). Like différance, yin-yang suspends rationalist ideas of categorical separation and 

permanent being. Both are non-/rationalist in outlook, shuttling as they do between 

identifications of difference and the blurring of conceptual boundaries.  

In the context of Daoist thought yin-yang is part of a tripartite cosmological structuration 

including the prior stages of Wuji (无极, infinite void, limitlessness, ultimate nothingness) and 

Taiji (太极, Supreme Polarity, the Supreme ultimate). Wuji is considered the primal condition 

of the cosmos: a shapeless unbounded void out of which all being emerges, and Taiji a state of 

primary organisation emerging from the movement of Wuji in which dualism is established as 

the fundamental structuring of the cosmos (a pairing resonant with the Derridean repurposing 

of the ancient Greek term Khôra). Yin-yang is the manifest cosmos which gives rise to the 

‘myriad of all things’ in a constant state of dynamic reciprocity and change. 

Despite their structural resonances, différance and yin-yang are not self-same concepts. 

Différance is indicative of a continual movement of disjuncture that not only suspends 

categorical differences but also any ultimate state of metaphysical unity/oneness. Yin-yang, by 

way of contrast continues to point toward the possibility of unifying/harmonizing states of 

reciprocity, albeit amid a constantly unfolding dynamic cosmological interplay between 

opposites/differences. In the context of Sinophone culture, such unifying/harmonizing states 

are considered natural – nature encompasses all things: good and bad, beautiful and ugly, 

etcetera – and desirable as an obviation of unsettling (but inevitable) cosmic/temporal 

disjuncture. 

By way of supplementarity, Derridean différance deconstructs the latent metaphysics of yin-

yang, even as the latter opens a parallactic reciprocity between the two which translates the 
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former beyond its cultural limitations. The idea of a diverse and culturally dynamic Sinosphere 

as well as the trans-cultural spectrums and spectrologies alluded to by the title ‘In-/Visible 

Spectrums’ resonate with that multi-valent non-/rationalist reciprocity. Video artworks in the 

exhibition may be interpreted by parallactic turns as deconstructively disjunctive and as 

pointing toward the possibility of unity/harmony…  

 


