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Abstract 

This exegesis reports on research undertaken for the fulfilment of my Master of Visual Arts 

candidature at Griffith University. My research project takes the form of a practice led 

installation-based studio methodology. Through the fabrication of objects in the context of a 

visual arts practice that parodies archival systems, it aims to effect change in our 

contemporary understanding of “objective” truth by exploring the impact of truthiness 

(emotionally motivated belief, confirmed by gut feeling instead of facts) and embracing 

conspiracy culture. I argue that truthiness is widespread online as a sociopolitical tool and 

phenomenon. I contend the rise of mass information overload and image circulation online 

has propagated truthiness into every aspect of an increasingly online visual culture. I 

examine the rise of conspiracy as a mainstream visual language and discuss why and how 

individuals come to accept alternative accounts of history and explanations of the present. I 

assess the role of archival preservation in contemporary information dissemination, 

examining the influence of online systems upon how we store and access socio-political 

materials. I contend that archives can no longer be considered objective sites that merely 

and apolitically store/catalogue information. Rather, archives are subjective sites of 

interpretation and construction, produced and managed by many from diverse 

backgrounds—including artists. I discuss the methodology of genealogical research, 

suggesting that a multifaceted approach to historiography generates a new “effective” 

history, informed by multiple perspectives that aim to change interpretations of history and 

historiography. I identify a contextual correlation between the work of three practitioners—

namely, Trevor Paglen’s conspiratorially bent research, Walid Raad’s fabricated archive and 

Christian Boltanski’s archival parodies. This correlation points to a congruity of research into 

the impact of truthiness, archival subjectivity, and mainstream conspiracy culture in 

contemporary art. Finally, I discuss two research outcomes and conclude whether the aims 

of the research project have been achieved.
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1  Introduction 

My Master of Visual Arts research project explores the impact of widespread exposure to 

truthiness—information tinged with emotionally motivated belief. Using a practice-led 

research methodology, specifically in the context of a visual arts studio practice, I examine 

the influence of truthiness and the visual language of conspiracy on the content and 

materials of the modern archive. In this introductory chapter, I will discuss the initial lines of 

inquiry and previous research experience that led to the research aims and question that I 

pose and explore throughout this paper. In the latter part of the chapter, I summarise the 

key points of each chapter that follows, beginning with the theoretical framework of the 

project, the methodology, and contextual review, before finally discussing the research 

outcomes of the project. 

Previously, my practice sought to understand how empirical history becomes widely 

accepted—specifically, how folk histories fit into what is considered “real” history. Using the 

internet as both a research context and a source of visual language, my process involved 

retrieving enormous amounts of images from search engines, then assembling them into 

narratives. Resembling conspiracy research, my earlier projects aimed to understand how 

the internet was redefining storytelling. Throughout various research projects undertaken 

since 2014, I became increasingly concerned with how conspiracy had begun to erode or 

supersede not only established folk historical traditions but also widely accepted historical 

accounts. Following the trajectory of hoaxes but avoiding questionable notions of trickery or 

deceit, I began to explore fabricating archives to present pseudohistorical information and 

legitimately uncovered conspiracy, to understand how truthiness and conspiracy culture 

undermine archives as legitimate arenas of information storage and dissemination. Through 

embracing truthiness and the visual language of conspiracy, my research explores what a 

multidisciplinary visual arts practice intent on parodying archival material can reveal about 

public understanding of historical truth in the archive and beyond. 

“Truthiness”, a term coined by American comedian Stephen Colbert in 2005, posits that if 

something you read or see aligns with your preconceived worldview, it feels truthful.1 It refers 

to the gut feeling of truth—widespread, pervasive—operating online and offline, spreading 

misinformation. Truthiness influences our perceptions of how the world operates based on 

an unprecedented level of access to information via information-loaded devices and 

networks in the twenty-first century. While truthiness is predominantly understood as a tool 

used by individuals and organisations to spread lies and vitriol, it is important to examine 
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how truthiness functions as a wider social phenomenon.2 I identified both the use of 

truthiness as a tool or a weapon and its wider context as a social phenomenon as being due 

to our engagement with images in an increasingly online visual culture. Additionally, the shift 

in systems of information dissemination to image-based platforms has moved the value of 

images toward first “currency of attention” and later “currency of circulation,” where images 

are valued based on their ability to be disseminated to the widest possible audience, rather 

than the quality of their content—that is to say, how accurately they reflect reality.3 I aim to 

explore the role truthiness plays in the contemporary dissemination of information.  

Recent history indicates people are right to be sceptical in the face of widespread 

government lies and abuse of power, leading to conspiracy theories gaining traction in 

questioning “accepted” accounts of history.4 I aim to explore the rise of conspiracy theory in 

contemporary culture. Like truthiness, the visual language of the conspiracy is an 

increasingly mainstream phenomenon, and alternative theories about the state of the world, 

such as the current global pandemic, are gaining an alarming amount of public recognition. 

Conspiracies offer tantalising answers to the tangled web of confusing, contradictory, and 

often terrifying information the internet provides.5 With the melding of conspiracy theories 

into public consciousness, my research seeks to examine why and how individuals come to 

accept alternative accounts of history and explanations of the present. The impact of 

truthiness and conspiracy is especially troubling within public perception of, access to, and 

engagement with the cultural materials of the archive.  

The information in archives is susceptible to the influence of truthiness, primarily due to the 

reconfiguration of archives online.6 Our constant engagement with archives in the form of 

social media has led to our feverish mass contribution to them.7 Additionally, contemporary 

philosophical debate has rendered claims of archival “objectivity” dubious, while public 

perception of archives generally remains unchanged.8 I aim to create archival parodies that 

aestheticise the collision of evidentiary documents and systems of preservation. Within my 

studio practice, which appears to function like an archive, I plan for the historical content to 

resemble a conspiracy, intertwined with truthiness—unable to be placed in the context of 

truth or a lie. I aim to make an audience feel complicit in the discovery of a mysterious (and 

questionable) new historical perspective. By doing so, I aim to draw awareness to how 

truthiness and conspiracy shape contemporary perceptions of what is considered “real” 

historical information.  
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In the first chapter, I discuss the theoretical framework of my research project. I discuss the 

influence of truthiness in shaping perceptions of truth in an increasingly online culture. I 

specifically highlight the photograph’s persistent authority in an era of digital malleability and 

mass circulation through the writing of Tom Gunning9 and Hito Steyerl,10 which has led to 

the widespread propagation of truthiness in what Italian philosopher Franco Berardi calls 

“the Infosphere.”11 Next, I discuss the conspiratorial as a mainstream visual language that 

speaks to reconfigurations of accepted history. I refer to American curator Douglas Eklund,12 

13 sociologist Pamela Donovan,14 and author Jonathan Lethem15 for insight into how 

conspiracies operate, and how researchers utilise the role of the conspiracy theorist to 

create a roadmap or index of how to navigate the foggy depths of alternative information. 

Finally, by way of the Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor16 and Palestinian artist-activists Basel 

Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme,17 I discuss French philosopher Jacques Derrida’s “archive 

fever,”18 and how our current obsession with social media platforms can be seen as 

engaging with rigorous archival practices by which we inadvertently filter through the digital 

overload of the internet. However, as discussed by Russian-German philosopher Boris 

Groys,19 our public perception of archives remains generally unchanged.  

In the second chapter, the research methodology of the project is first outlined in its broadest 

sense as practice-led research. This involves conducting research from a plurality of 

contexts and subjects to glean well-rounded insight. I briefly discuss abandoned 

methodologies of worldmaking and hoaxing before outlining genealogical inquiry as a means 

of examining gaps in knowledge and overlooked elements of history to re-establish 

interpretations of history as subjective. I discuss the method of the dispositif as outlined by 

French philosophers Michel Foucault20 and Gilles Deleuze21 as a nexus of information for 

orienting and understanding the trajectory of the research process and materials. 

Throughout this chapter, I outline studio methods related to each methodology.  

In the latter part of this exegesis, I discuss the context of my research by examining the work 

of three artists against the aims of my project and my studio methods. Firstly, I discuss 

American artist Trevor Paglen’s Symbology (2007–), which questions the authenticity of 

research-based practice in the gallery context. Secondly, I discuss Lebanese artist Walid 

Raad’s Atlas Group (1989–2004), which fabricated evidentiary documents in a long-running 

project that drew attention to the failure of archives to objectively document history. And 

thirdly, I discuss the work of French artist Christian Boltanski, which parodies the usefulness 

of the archive—specifically, the ability of the photographic document to accurately serve as 

a representation of authentic history. I then examine outcomes of the research project, 

documenting specific aspects of each in relation to the aims of the research project and my 
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studio methods and how each research outcome contributes to the discourse. In the 

conclusion, I summarise the main points of the research undertaken and discuss the overall 

findings of the project.
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2  Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will discuss the theoretical framework of my research. Firstly, I discuss 

truthiness regarding the information we absorb online. I refer to American information 

scientist Nicole Cooke and American humanity scholar Annjeanette Wiese to understand 

how truthiness—politically and socially—affects the way truth is deciphered online, which is 

generally through a co-mingling of real and fabricated images. I discuss the photograph’s 

persistent authority, referring to German artist Hito Steyerl, Italian philosopher Franco 

Berardi, and American art theorists Artie Vierkant and Tom Gunning to propose that the 

information overload online—specifically, images—propagates truthiness through sheer 

volume and constant interaction. I identify that truthiness is characterised by the 

bombardment of conflicting information; the visual language of truthiness disseminates a 

multiplicity of information—political, social, historical—that floods an audience and weakens 

their capacity to discern fact from fiction. I assess how I adapt the techniques at play in 

truthiness in the context of my practice-led studio research. Next, I discuss conspiracy as 

both a social phenomenon and visual language. I refer to American sociologist Pamela 

Donovan’s concept of inferential belief in understanding the way many keep an “open mind” 

regarding conspiracy. Referring to American authors Jonathan Lethem and Douglas Eklund, 

I discuss the chaotic style of the conspiratorial—crazed yet appearing with a sheen of 

validity. In an era saturated in truthiness and suspicion, the work of artists who embrace 

conspiracy can be representative of larger conceptions of truth in interpretations of history. 

I discuss the visual language of conspiracy as utilising repetitive, obsessive attention to 

detail to uncover the most minute revelations, and which these techniques are applied to my 

studio research outcomes. In the final section, I discuss the history of archives, referring to 

the work of German historian Markus Friedrich. Examining archival procedures, I review how 

the “gatekeeping” of information that has traditionally occurred within the archive established 

general preservation and conservation rules, but not those regarding interpretation. 

Referring to Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor, Palestinian artist-activists Basel Abbas and 

Ruanne Abou-Rahme, and British sociologist Thomas Osborne, I consider French 

philosopher Jacques Derrida’s “archive fever,” and how our current obsession with social 

media can be interpreted as an inadvertent engagement with rigorous archival practices 

online. I discuss the influence of online systems upon our interaction with “objective” 

archives, which can be instantly accessed by anyone, thus destabilising the traditional notion 

of the empirical archive and those who interact with it. However, as discussed by Russian-
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German philosopher Boris Groys, I indicate that our public perception of archives remains 

generally unchanged and introduce archival parody, the way an archive can be valued 

based on its aesthetics rather than its content. I discuss what studio techniques are utilised 

as a means of aestheticising archives as a visual language for my research project. 

2.2 Truthiness 

The internet is so full of data that all media (especially images) are embedded in a networked 

space that is constantly accessed: German artist Hito Steyerl calls this “too much world.”22 

We now interact with, distribute, organise and re-edit images that already exist in myriad 

forms.23 Italian philosopher Franco Berardi refers to this space as the “Infosphere,” where 

image transmission reaches billions, acknowledging the influence it holds over individuals 

and institutions.24 Russian-German philosopher Boris Groys suggests that online media 

becomes “durable” through mass circulation, taking up our time and making their own.25 The 

“omnipresence of the photographic”26 means that the authority of the photograph as a real 

document persists because it has become a commodity, and subsequently further 

propagates truthiness. Like Steyerl, American art historian Tom Gunning believes there is a 

“radical unmooring”27 of images from their reality in terms of consumption due to the 

unstoppable circulation of images online. This unmooring produces a condition where 

truthiness becomes authentic experience and reality is no longer objective. 

 

“Truthiness” was coined by American comedian Stephen Colbert in 2005. It posits that if 

something you read or see aligns with your preconceived worldview, it feels truthful.28 (See 

fig. 1) While truthiness has existed in some form or another since the late nineteenth 

century,29 it became well known after the term was coined by Colbert.30 (See fig. 2) American 

curator Elizabeth Armstrong discusses truthiness spilling from private to public spheres by 

way of mass media online as a key shift in contemporary culture.31 While the term may 

appear outdated in 2021, with newer terms such as “post-truth” and “fake news” in 

circulation, truthiness best encapsulates the atmosphere of contemporary information 

dissemination:  truthiness is a gut feeling rather than any objective understanding of “truth.” 

Truthiness is widespread and pervasive, propagated by online systems of information 

dissemination to spread misinformation. 
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In contemporary visual culture, one of the most troubling forms of information dissemination 

is through anonymously authored information, spread through social media, where the 

vocalisation of the idea that your opinions are more truthful occurs daily. (See fig. 3) 

Truthiness can be weaponised politically, creating a culture of confusion that makes us 

retreat to what is self-affirming.32 The defining feature of truthiness’s ability to misinform lies 

not within difference of opinion but rather in emotional appeal. According to Megan Boler 

and Elizabeth Davis, this shift is dictated by “feeling rules”—the frameworks through which 

an individual orients information as factual or fictional based on how it makes them feel. 

Feeling rules are not something decided in the spur of the moment—they are the by-product 

of societal context, both on- and off-line.33 As the world becomes progressively complicated, 

embracing truthiness is a way to ignore an increasingly convoluted online culture—retreating 

to the comfort of infallible personal belief or “consensual reality.”34 Interpretations of images 

are especially susceptible; while the authority of the photographic persists, the currency of 

image circulation rather than attention has changed our relationship with them drastically.35 

 

Truthiness has, in this way, become a new form of reality intrinsic to our understanding of 

the world. A 2012 study performed by five psychologists from universities across Canada 

and New Zealand identified that falsely represented, non-evidentiary texts can exert 

truthiness upon viewers. The study identified that even badly doctored images appeared as 

plausible as real images.36 It is not hard to find images to confirm or deny, to align with our 

feelings, since “reality has been delivered to us effortlessly.”37 However, the Infosphere 

demands we split our focus to deal with as much information as possible. Being able to resist 

truthiness constantly bombarding us is a new mental process required of us, as confirmed 

by the fact-checking website Snopes, which charts the trajectory and reoccurrence of false 

news stories that consistently reappear.38 (See fig. 4) In the past, we may have been able 

to encounter each piece of truthiness individually, to examine their particulars, and (mostly) 

to sort the falsehoods from the truth. Indeed, truthiness would be much easier to identify if it 

were only within the political realm, but Snopes again demonstrates that even the most 

innocuous anecdotal news can be blatantly false. (See fig. 5) Rather than being able to just 

focus on one issue, piece of information, or mode of dissemination, we are instead expected 

to take on a myriad of them simultaneously. Since the rise of the internet, the experience of 

visual media information is inherently different than it previously was, and we are still 

adapting to it. This transitory experience with information influences our perception of reality 

so intensely that we become terrified or overwhelmed, and truthiness is there to exploit our 

weakness.39  
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2.3 Interpretations 

Truthiness is propagated through the calculated use of doctored images and captions, 

working in tandem throughout the overloaded online realm. In the context of my practice-led 

research project, I frequently make use of photoshop to doctor images in conjunction with 

the use of fabricated or imagined captions and narratives that float between legitimate 

information. I employ a large amount of information relating to political, social and historical 

contexts, placing an emphasis on the reliability and durability of the photograph through 

consistent use of printed photomedia elements. The visual language of truthiness diverges 

from conspiracy because it is less about meticulous research than about broadcasting wild 

claims that are occasionally taken as fact. I have identified that in the visual language of 

truthiness, a multiplicity of information—political, social, historical—bombards us and 

weakens our capacity to sort fact from fiction. Not just a political tool, truthiness is a 

pervasive social phenomenon. The rise of an increasingly complex and online visual culture 

defined by the currency of circulation means the near-infinite transmission of images in 

Berardi’s Infosphere, in terms of both the durability and authority of images, allows truthiness 

to propagate at an alarming rate. Online communities brought together by convenient 

algorithmic systems in social media’s circulatory culture means that preconceived “feeling” 

rules facilitate the rapid spread of truthiness, drastically altering our interpretations of 

information. (See fig. 6) In the next section, I will discuss the mainstream rise of conspiracy 

in truthiness-saturated contemporary culture. 

2.4 Conspiracy 

More than ever, conspiracy is in the mainstream of popular culture.40 One does not need to 

look further than the discourse surrounding the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic to understand 

how influential the conspiratorial is in Western (primarily American) culture.41 (See fig. 7) 

The term “conspiracy theory” was devised by the US’s Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in 

the 1970s to dismiss concern over findings of the Warren Commission into the assassination 

of John F. Kennedy. American historian Kathryn Olmsted’s comprehensive history of US 

government conspiracies indicates that the American public were right to be distrustful of 

their government,42 as the CIA had drugged, abused, and experimented upon unwitting 

Americans since at least the early 1950s.43 (See fig. 8) Successive government scandals 

and abuses of power such as Watergate, the response to the AIDS crisis, and Iran-Contra44 

gave rise to innumerable conspiracies regarding authority and secrecy. Conspiracies are 

beguiling to a sceptical population due to revelatory language and engaging theories on a 

social level that spread information, and are made visible and enticing through their aesthetic  
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form, seeking to make sense of chaotic information with a sheen of legitimacy brought about 

through meticulous and detailed work, often diagrammatic or constituting a map. Crucially, 

they are made legible by the culture of mistrust that pervades the relationship between 

governments and populace.45 American novelist Jonathan Lethem calls this the atmosphere 

of conspiracy, where the mainstream rise of conspiracy research has tainted the 

dissemination of objective information (for example, the efficacy of and reasons for wearing 

a face mask).46
 

While conspiracy “theories” (a term that immediately discounts and relegates them to the 

speculative realm) are generally assumed to be the result of misguided research into fringe 

areas of knowledge, conspiracy is an increasingly mainstream language in contemporary 

culture,47 indicating a public willingness to embrace speculation. Due to the mind-boggling 

size of conspiratorial revelations, this style of information delivery is highly imaginative and 

perpetuated regardless of information being withheld or revealed. (See fig. 9) To the 

conspiracy researcher, suppression is revelatory—the absence of clarification catapults 

them into lines of inquiry that entangle “correct” history in speculation. In this way, conspiracy 

is made visible through a chaotic visual language that either demonstrates it or attempts to 

make sense of it. Some conspiracy researchers are meticulous and calculated in attempting 

to uncover legitimate conspiracy. Others plunge themselves into the rabbit hole, chasing 

any revelations about the “truth” of the world, no matter how outlandish. It is important to 

examine where these two methods coalesce, where gaps in knowledge are obsessively 

mined into narratives and pseudo-scientific or -journalistic exposés.48 Strategies of repetition 

and obsessive attention to detail can create intricate narrative structures, oscillating between 

precise research and heavy-handed enthusiasm. This language leaps between ideas at 

breakneck pace, attempting to cram every revelation into the same thought.49 (See fig. 10) 

Arranging, cataloguing and archiving are important in conspiracy research, “in which a 

person’s pattern-making madness is rendered explicit in a handcrafted flowchart of 

interconnections.”50 The conspiracy theorist knows that they must make their research 

legible in order to “lead us out of the wilderness, or at least show us what it looks like.”51  
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The late American artist Mike Kelley concluded that  

paranoia is a fear that is too ludicrous to be taken seriously, but conspiracy 

theory has a veneer of validity, like art. You can trace it, it’s based on 

historical information, it can be catalogued.52 (See fig. 11) 

American curator Douglas Eklund acknowledges that conspiratorially oriented researchers 

write “subjective narratives,” which “range across fact and fiction as a means to circumvent 

the insidious ways in which the official storylines of history busy moments of potential 

resistance.”53 This approach seeks to use facts and fictions in tandem to construct subjective 

narratives, granting sovereignty to new interpretations of history. My studio practice often 

embraces the energy of both the crazed, frenetic conspiracy nut and the legitimate 

conspiracy researcher in equal parts, donning each guise throughout a myriad of projects. 

My primary engagement with the conspiratorial style has been that of the cacophony of 

information that is most often produced as “paranoiac” or crazy walls—throwing together a 

grid of unrelated information and forming wild, uninhibited connections through free 

association, intricate in sheer volume and detailed, improvisational narrative, based in an 

approximate knowledge of many things. Images of questionable association are brought 

together by captions, connecting arrows, a recognizable motif that establishes, in the words 

of Australian arts writer Jonathan McBurnie, “webs of facts and lies”.54 On other occasions, 

conspiracy investigations have been presented as sleek timelines within the context of a 

gallery space. Australian curator Alexander Kucharski noted this installation style balanced 

the intricacy of weaving digitally altered and “real” images into cohesive investigations, 

establishing the research as an authority yet collapsing under further scrutiny.55 My research 

outcomes for the project strike a balance between the two, focusing on intricate attention to 

detail and establishing authority through both research “prowess” (approximate knowledge 

masquerading as mastery) and organized chaos both visually and conceptually.  

2.5 Interpretations 

The mainstream rise of conspiracy culture illuminates larger conceptions of resistance to or 

revelation of “truth.” The “atmosphere of conspiracy” that pervades contemporary Western 

culture has tainted the means of information dissemination, leading to an explosion of 

conspiratorially oriented ideas, alternative histories, and research practices. The visual 

language of conspiracy is easily identifiable and through decades of erosion of faith in 

governmental agencies, it is one of the most engaging forms of information available today. 

Conspiracies are a pertinent way to speak to an audience about the current climate of the 
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world: to use the visual language of the conspiracy theory is to embrace truthiness, to willfully 

connect and disconnect information in a way that loses an audience in the wilderness, but 

hopefully helps them find something along the way.56 Researchers embrace conspiracy in 

order to undermine or overturn preconceptions of supposed objectivity in “official” accounts. 

Both visually and conceptually enticing, the conspiratorial duality (between legitimate 

research and crazed investigations) converge at the same point: seeking alternative 

answers to supposedly concrete “truths.” I believe that by embracing conspiracy rather than 

rejecting it, a researcher can reveal new interpretations of the world, using frenetic but 

polished, familiar language in unfamiliar combinations to effect change in interpretations of 

the world. In the final section, I will discuss the status of the archive in the twenty-first century 

as a reconfigured site for the interpretation and generation of knowledge. 

2.6 Archives 

Archives are sites for collecting and storing the detritus of history. Historically, archives were 

generally the collections of a monarch, held to contain evidence of the righteousness and 

strength of their reign—the archive was seen as a sovereign form of power, “royal 

memory.”57 In the late eighteenth century, archives shifted from privately owned (royal) 

institutions to state-based (government) entities, precipitated by the collapse of larger 

entities at the time (such as the Holy Roman Empire).58 (See fig. 12) While governmental 

archives were considered public, access was still usually restricted: the information was 

publicly accessible to those seeking to interpret the items held within.59 It was around this 

time that the modern structure of archives—that is to say, the rigorous guidelines of 

preservation and cataloguing associated with archives—came into form. German historian 

Markus Friedrich defines these guidelines as “archivological”: where the historical or 

evidentiary document meets the technological or diagrammatic.60 This expanded notion of 

archives changed perceptions of them from “legal” documents61 to a more all-encompassing 

general collection, including more bureaucratic paperwork, and state-oriented artefacts and 

ephemera, contributing to the spread of nationalist fervour and later, colonialist expansion 

around the world.  

Archival work is traditionally process-based. Cataloguing raw material, labelling, and 

preparing for storage are mundane tasks undertaken by archivists for preservation purposes 

as opposed to interpretative ones. (See fig. 13) Recently, scholars have focused upon 

archives conceptually instead of physically. British sociologist Thomas Osborne asserts that 

archives can be collections of essentially anything that shares a history, even if they don’t 

share a context.62 If archives can consist of anything, the one could say that archives in the  
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twenty-first century are not just concerned with history but are multifaceted, expanding 

beyond the confines of collections.63 Archival practices can be understood as “tactical” 

fieldwork as opposed to interpretative or imaginative. A contemporary example is social 

media and search networks that engage in archiving as a primary function.64 The grid-like 

interfaces of search engines offer no context or narrative building—essentially consisting of 

data that must be read in the context of non-archival platforms to be made legible. The ability 

of social media to play crucial roles in documenting political struggles65 means the power of 

these networks goes beyond mere remembrance.66 (See fig. 14) 

Palestinian artist-activists Abbas and Abou-Rahme state that 

 

the vitality that turns the archive into something living is fundamentally 

connected to a moment of political becoming, when the individual through a 

subjective gesture or act becomes part of a common moment and articulates 

the potential of the multitude.67 

 

The idea of “living” archives destabilises the notion they are only accessed by historians and 

archivists, or that their interpretations are fixed by the act of preservation. “Living” archives 

present history as subjective, multifaceted and unfolding, interpreted by many, including 

artists.68 However, the general public’s understanding of historical archives isn’t based in 

direct connection with scholarly philosophy’s new interpretations of the archive, or even 

simply the information itself. Instead, our understanding of the medial69 archive comes from 

collective recollection, pieced together to form understanding, and this type of “(re)collective” 

archive functions similarly to truthiness.70 Our current interest in and use of archives—

Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor phrases this as Derrida’s archive fever, a sense of 

“feverish, maddening attention to the archive”71—is a result of Steyerl’s “too much world”: 

the way we circulate meaning from any (and every) part of the internet experience means 

that archives are frequently (and inadvertently) interrogated and ransacked in this way.72 

Enwezor interprets this as engaging with a visual ethnography of the archive, wherein our 

interpretation of images and iconography is filtered through the way images circulate within 

arenas of cultural exchange and currency.73 (See fig. 15) American art critic Hal Foster 

believes that contemporary archive workers seek to understand deeper crises in the 

interpretation of fact and history. Archival art observes disconnections and failures in the 

ability of historical “fact” to communicate to individuals and groups in the pervasive fog of 

truthiness. An important group of contemporary archive workers construct their own 

collections and interpretations, to transform spaces of excavation and archaeology into sites 

of construction and analysis.74 
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2.7 Interpretations 

The aesthetics of the archive (arranging, cataloguing, preserving) are pervasive in 

contemporary culture. The concept of an archive now pushes the boundaries of what was 

understood as archival work, expanding to incorporate cataloguing and interpreting 

collections consisting of essentially anything. In our contemporary use of archives, our 

interpretation of images and iconography is filtered through the way images circulate within 

arenas of cultural exchange and currency. The “living” archives of social media means that 

we do not only interact with archives as a means of storing and organising empirical 

information. Instead, online archives function as critical sites of political and social upheaval. 

In this way, archives can no longer be considered objective sites that merely and apolitically 

store/catalogue information. It can be opined that the aesthetics of the archive are at work 

on the surface of many diverse spaces on- and off-line, conceptually parodying the archive 

through their immaterial and often disparate contexts and elements (for example, the 

JonBenet Ramsey murder house is inaccessible in the same way private areas of 

Disneyland are—they are both private property—but a catalogue of their contents would 

functionally provide insight in similar ways, thus functioning on the surface as a desired 

archive). The format of the archival parody is a novel way of combining these elements in 

the context of a visual arts practice, providing an aesthetic value to Friedrich’s archivological 

evidence. (See fig. 16 & 17)  

While archives are increasingly a digital phenomenon, in the context of my studio research 

I am interested in the physical, aesthetic properties of an archive, stubbornly off-line, for 

human interpretation outside of the realm of algorithms and machine learning.75 In the limited 

scope of this project, I have chosen to focus upon these physical attributes associated with 

how we feel, interact with, and interpret not only the contents of the archive but their 

materials, too. In the studio outcomes of the project, I focus upon parodying the material 

particulars of the archive: bags, boxes, and labels outline the aesthetic shape of the project. 

By placing focus upon the impact of the physical materials of the archive, the objectivity of 

their contents is of less consequence. One must consider archives as subjective sites of 

interpretation and construction, produced and managed by many from diverse backgrounds, 

including artists. As archives are redefined into sites of analysis and construction from 

multiple viewpoints—social and politically—the need for their contents to be “objective” 

becomes unnecessary.  
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2.8 Conclusion 

Methods used by those who propagate truthiness are related to the precise use of doctored 

images and captions that operate in tandem throughout the overloaded space of the internet. 

I have identified that through the visual language of truthiness, a multiplicity of information—

political, social, historical—bombards an audience and weakens their capacity to sort fact 

from fiction. The rise of an increasingly complex and online visual culture defined by the 

currency of circulation means the near-infinite transmission of images in Berardi’s 

Infosphere, in terms of both the durability and authority of images, allows truthiness to 

propagate at an alarming rate. Truthiness is an inherent part of contemporary visual culture 

and it plays an important role in the contemporary dissemination of information. 

Conspiracies are a pertinent way to speak to an audience about the current climate of the 

world: to use the visual language of the conspiracy theory is to embrace truthiness, to wilfully 

connect and disconnect information in a way that loses an audience in the wilderness, but 

hopefully helps them find something along the way.76 Conspiracy research focuses on 

intricate attention to detail, establishing authority through both research “prowess” 

(approximate knowledge masquerading as mastery) and organised chaos, both visually and 

conceptually. I believe that by embracing conspiracy rather than rejecting it, artists can 

reveal new interpretations of the world through truthiness and the subjective archive, using 

chaotic but polished, familiar language in unfamiliar combinations to effect change in 

interpretations of the world. The aesthetics of the archive (arrangement, cataloguing, 

preserving) are pervasive in contemporary culture. The format of the archival parody is a 

novel way of combining these elements in the context of a visual arts practice, providing an 

aesthetic value to Friedrich’s archivological evidence. In my studio practice, I parody the 

material particulars of the archive, such as bags, labels, and boxes, focusing upon the 

aesthetic nature of archival materials as opposed to their supposedly “objective” content. In 

contemporary culture our interpretation of images and iconography is filtered through the 

way images circulate within arenas of cultural exchange and currency. The “living” archives 

of social media means that we do not only interact with archives as a means of storing and 

organising empirical information. Instead, online archives function as critical sites of political 

and social upheaval. In this way, archives can no longer be considered as objective sites 

that merely and apolitically store/catalogue information. Despite this, the general 

understanding of the archive remains unchanged beyond philosophical arenas. By working 

within archives, researchers can draw attention to not only changes within archives 

themselves but also the deeper crises regarding the veracity and validity of archives within 

the social and political realm to a wider audience.
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3  Methodological Framework 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is related to the methodological framework of my research project. My research 

practice is predominantly practice-led, placing emphasis on working across research 

streams to form a well-rounded studio output. Throughout my research practice, the most 

common methodological framework I have employed has most broadly related to narrative 

research. I have aimed to use research practices revolving around new approaches to 

storytelling in the face of historical traditions, either as a means of identifying historical 

narratives or using techniques and traditions of folk tales. At the beginning of this research 

project, I recognised not only narrative research but also narrative worldmaking as possible 

avenues for research frameworks, but narrowed my scope to the former, as my project was 

increasingly concerned with interpretations of the past rather than imagining possible 

futures. Specifically, I was initially interested in developing hoaxing as a methodology within 

a narrative framework, in order to tell stories in a way that tricked or deceived, but this was 

abandoned as it was not only a tremendous undertaking that would better suit a research 

project in its own right, but it also felt morally and ethically questionable. Instead, I moved 

towards using a methodological framework that was interested in shaping new 

interpretations of traditional history to incorporate multiple perspectives and smaller histories 

within the empirical canon.  

 

In this chapter, I will first discuss practice-led research as a means of researching eclectically 

across fields to gain a well-rounded understanding of diverse subject matter. I briefly discuss 

the avenues of inquiry into narrative worldmaking and hoaxing as a methodology that I later 

discarded. I broadly discuss narrative research as a means of researching both personal 

stories and wider contemporary social narratives, then discuss its shortcomings as a means 

of examining or writing historical narratives. I identify genealogical research as proposed by 

French philosopher Michel Foucault as my primary research methodology, which 

emphasises eclectic research to reassess traditional accounts. Foucault argues that a 

multifaceted approach leads to new “effective” history, informed by multiple perspectives 

that reinterpret narratives and historiography. I discuss applying genealogy to narratives, as 

outlined by American researcher Maria Tamboukou. Her research suggests that, further to 

Foucault’s idea of genealogy reconfiguring what we know of political history, genealogy can 

reassess social history. Finally, I discuss the technique of the dispositif outlined by Foucault 

and expanded by French philosopher Gilles Deleuze as an interpretive technique of 
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genealogy. Presented as a visual/philosophical nexus of information, the dispositif is a 

powerful technique and visual motif for orienting the researcher, research material, and 

audience. Additionally, throughout the chapter I discuss the studio methods and techniques 

associated with key methodologies within my research. 

 

3.2 Practice-Led Research 

Broadly, I utilised qualitative practice-led research as a methodological framework. This 

methodology offers a wide range of contexts in which the process and outcomes of arts-

based research take precedence over traditional academic research.77 It emphasises a 

dynamic relationship between types of knowledge that is present in the visual arts—between 

a practitioner, an audience, and their work—and the multiplicity of roles assumed by a visual 

arts researcher in this context. British art theorists Barbara Hawkins and Brett Wilson 

suggest breaking barriers between previously divided research circles allows a researcher 

to gain well-rounded understanding of the world—a multifaceted approach to generating 

knowledge.78 This interest in the pluralist, widespread, and multifaceted is shared with 

Australian art theorist Graeme Sullivan’s ideas about a process that embraces the eclectic. 

He acknowledges the studio as a research space where the researcher should cross 

borders of areas of interest eclectically to form new insight—working from the “unknown” to 

the “known.”79 Within the context of practice-led research, I initially sought to work within the 

methodology of worldmaking and to develop my own methodological framework based in 

hoaxing. 

3.3 Worldmaking and Hoaxing 

Worldmaking is the creative nature of forming an understanding of the future of the world, 

first introduced by American philosopher Nelson Goodman in the late 1970s. Goodman’s 

worldmaking is in search of truth: a plausible or probable understanding of what has 

happened in the past and what will happen in the future. Goodman’s worlds are not 

speculative in the sense that they adhere to the realm of what we know, and their outcomes 

are based on an objective understanding of possibility and probability.80 Ultimately, I moved 

away from worldmaking as a methodological framework as it related to interpretations and 

narratives of the future rather than examining history. I then briefly delved into the idea of 

hoaxing as a methodology. Hoaxes are mimics of a host genre, a method of framing 

narratives, a vehicle for transforming perception, and a kind of “stasis-generator”—

occupying a space between parody and fraud that holds belief and disbelief in the balance.81 
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Figure 18: The Cardiff Giant was a sculpture made by 

hoaxer George Hull in the late-1860s. Hull spent 

thousands of dollars to place the giant in the earth years 

before it was discovered. Hull’s motivation was anti-

religious, but he also turned a profit from exhibiting his 

“discovery”. 
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Hoaxes are employed to deceive an audience, but also to reveal their unconscious biases 

and cultural predispositions within the host genre of the hoax.82 (See fig. 18) American 

psychologist Peter Hancock discusses “cognitive deceptions” (identifying case studies of 

prominent hoaxes) as “acts of miscommunication”—acts that purposefully deceive that are 

bound by cultural context.83 Hoaxes differ from archival parodies in their intent to deceive at 

all levels, from content, to audience, to appearance, while archival parodies aestheticise the 

surface level of archival space rather than attempting to infiltrate its function at all levels.  

3.4 Interpretations 

I chose not to pursue hoaxing as a methodology as it felt ethically and morally questionable 

to develop a set of research techniques designed to intentionally trick an audience. The 

ability of a hoax to deceive at all layers and functions of a narrative means their content is 

designed to be taken seriously, unlike archival parodies which only seek to use the aesthetic 

of archival material and space. Shifting towards narrative-based methodologies for 

interpreting of the past rather than the future, or generating false narratives to deceive, I 

identified narrative research broadly as a way of reading and constructing narratives about 

the past based on real accounts. 

3.5 Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry highlights the importance of storytelling in the dissemination of information, 

albeit generally in the (auto)biographical sense. Narrative data begins its life as a patchwork 

of seemingly useful, seemingly useless information. It is an emergent form of research in 

which a cohesive understanding of its elements is challenging to establish.84 This lack of 

criteria for assessing the worth of narratives as data means this style of research often 

highlights contradictory accounts of events, places, people, or objects.85 Narrative research 

is generally understood as (auto)biographical, what social scientist Corrine Squire, feminist 

scholar Maria Tamboukou and psychologist Molly Andrews distinguish as either event-

centred86 or experience-centred87 narratives.88 My primary interest was initially in the 

intersection of the two, where multiple accounts of the same thing intersect. Co-constructed 

narrative inquiry research functions as a multifaceted reflection of experiencing the world. 

This style of research is still primarily constructed by written or verbal accounts, but offers 

glimpses into stories from a social perspective informed by the objects, locations, and image-

based media surrounding our perceptions of places, people, and current events.89 This 

distinction is important in the context of my research practice, as narrative inquiry tends to 

focus upon evens in recent or living memory as opposed to (re)imagining historical narrative. 
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3.6 Interpretations 

Studio methods associated with narrative inquiry manifested within the research stage of 

my studio practice, in which extensive research was undertaken into empirical and folk 

historical stories and anecdotes. This phase of research generally involved hours of 

methodical exploration of Wikipedia articles and niche interest websites. I examined stories 

in this way to search out connections, identifying “storylines” over “themes” that indicated a 

dynamic response to narrative data that draws attention to the intersection of written stories 

and those informed by images or objects.90 Frustratingly, however, narrative research still 

generally involved written or verbal accounts being recounted in contemporary events as 

opposed to reconfiguring historical narratives through archival research. Looking further into 

methodologies involving historical narratives in this multiplicity of contexts (text, image, 

object, but moving away from the auto/biographical), I discovered Foucault’s genealogical 

method, which engages with history by working across diverse fields to generate 

multifaceted insights. 

3.7 Genealogy 

Genealogy rejects the traditional understanding of history to provide new ways of 

interpreting it. Rather than accepting recorded history as objective, it engages with records 

from multiple contexts, observing history as interconnected, non-chronological, and often 

unrelated stories.91 Rather than believing the past is alive in the present, genealogy is 

interested in the failures, forgotten details, and faulty assumptions made by historians that 

led our understanding of history to where it is now. To Foucault, the concept of divine 

“origin”92 gave way to an “ancestry”93 of history. Rather than attempting to expose the 

foundations upon which history is constructed, genealogy is “disrupting what was previously 

thought to be immobile.”94 Genealogy leads to the division between traditional history and 

“real” history. Traditional history, of course, has always been considered real history, but 

genealogy aims to reject recorded history as touched by Egyptianism95 or definitive. Instead, 

history can be viewed as “effective”: no constants are assumed; nothing is absolutely 

understood. Foucault believes that “traditional devices for constructing a comprehensive 

view of history and for retracing the past as a patient and continuous development must be 

systematically dismantled.”96 (See fig. 19) Effective history’s platform is inherently sceptical 

and understands the instability of the way the world is presented in traditional history. It is 

interested in the impact of overlooked events—reversals of fortune, interpolations of  
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chance—that have led us to where we are now. It acknowledges that history should be told 

from and interpreted through subjective perspectives. Through this, effective history 

becomes real history: “knowledge is allowed to create its own genealogy in the act of 

cognition.”97 Foucault insists that our current interpretations of history are not definitive ones 

in any sense: interpretations of history are always changing based on what perspective 

comes to dominate. This is where he forms an understanding of “emergence”: when new 

knowledge from a dominant narrative violently uproots history. Dominations can be 

understood as technologies of power.98 A genealogical researcher seeks to find where 

dominant narratives became established, not only politically but also socially,99 and to 

discover where they fell apart. These breaks cannot be found in the immediate changeover 

of meaning to another group writing it, but instead where things become muddled and 

inaccurate, where interpretations become more difficult and less linear. Feminist scholar 

Maria Tamboukou believes the best way to understand the influence of dominant ideologies 

in the formation of what we understand to be traditional history is to create narrative through 

genealogy. While Foucault focused upon genealogy as a means of understanding history in 

terms of power, Tamboukou is interested in reassessing social narratives throughout 

history.100  

3.8 Interpretations 

Genealogy inherently seeks to record the history of the recording of history: changes in the 

moral, social, and ideals of history reveal new emergences to the researcher. Studio 

methods associated with genealogy are reconfigurative rather than generative and lean 

heavily into practices undertaken by conspiracy researchers; for example, collecting, 

cataloguing as well as collage in the form of timelines, charts or grids. The thread of 

scepticism throughout genealogical research towards history, its interpretations, and 

interpreters leads to reinvention through tactical, methodical, and detailed work. In the 

context of my own studio techniques, genealogical inquiry parallels archivalist (the process 

of creating, or contributing to an archive) practices that underpin the majority of my research, 

in which hours are spent methodically combing through archives to collect images either 

historically or aesthetically adjacent to the era/person/object/event in focus. My area of focus 

is upon under-documented aspects of history (for example, the lost Russian imperial 

jewelled Faberge eggs), meaning the established narrative is already murky, a perfect site 

for genealogical research. (See fig. 20) Using Photoshop to employ collage or 

reconstructive techniques forms associations between accumulated data. This process is 

best explained by discussing the concept of the dispositif, a grid or nexus of information first 

outlined by Foucault as a research method in the context of genealogical research. 
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3.9 Dispositif 

The dispositif is a nexus where each aspect of the research can be intersected, devised by 

Foucault to allow methodological tactics to emerge for a researcher to employ.101 The 

dispositif is a tangle of trajectories, comprising lines, curves and ruptures, orienting the 

researcher or leading them towards other areas of interest. Deleuze believes the dispositif 

assists the researcher in separating analysis from diagnosis to understand and interpret 

history.102 The dispositif is a moveable and malleable way to access the strategies and key 

concepts of genealogical research.103 Deleuze refers to the dispositif as an apparatus that 

the research is conducted within and with, an interwoven road map of analysis that features 

distinct curves and lines that outline the shape and language of the research. (See fig. 21) 

Curves of visibility are the shared elements of techniques that are illuminated by the same 

apparatus. Things connected in this way are joined by the way an apparatus spreads to 

illuminate the edges of many things that places others in shadow, for example, painting and 

architecture. Formally distinct, each manifest in a similar way from thought to planning but 

diverge into other apparatuses in the process of their creation. Curves of utterance form 

lines of approach to an apparatus through myriad interpretations of it, such as social, 

political, or visual. They define how each context of an apparatus intersects with the contexts 

we bring to it, the direction they orient us in, and collide into other apparatuses. Lines of 

force are the connecting tissue of each type of curve; the intersections and connections 

within the dispositif itself; the sinew where links are made to form an understanding of 

something in relation to another. Lines of subjectification rupture through the apparatus. 

They are tangents that eject one from being confined by these connections and lead out into 

other areas of interest. In Deleuze’s discussion of the dispositif, he states that  

the lines and trajectories of history do not encircle or surround systems that 

are each homogenous in themselves, the object, the subject, language, etc., 

but follow directions, trace processes that are always out of balance, that 

sometimes move closer together and sometimes father away.104  

Each of these elements dis/entangle different dispositifs in one another: they are means of 

identifying the connections/disconnections in different modes of information and analysis. 

(See fig. 22) Key to this is that the dispositif is constantly in flux, ever changing.105 Australian 

sociologist and anthropologist Valerie Harwood stresses the dispositif is a living, breathing 

part of the research framework and outcome, not a separate aspect of it.106 It is important to 

discuss how image-based dispositifs are important for understanding information overload 

and interconnectivity of media on the internet.  
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Returning to Steyerl’s “too much world” and Berardi’s “Infosphere,” the networked space of 

the internet—where the over-exposure of information functions as “the stratification of 

images on the changing surface of collective memory”107—constructs collective dispositifs. 

They are accessed by many, leading to the myriad interpretations of online media, and these 

interpretations are constantly in flux. Berardi is insistent that we, as a general public, develop 

an awareness of how conglomerations of images and media—some related, some not—

function as dispositifs for interpretation, but also exert control on our experience of the world. 

A collective dispositif must be understood and be able to be interpreted by its inhabitants to 

make sense of the world—to navigate the wilderness.108 

3.10 Interpretations 

Studio techniques related to the dispositif take the form of a dispositif itself and the outcomes 

it produces. Narrative building occurs because of and during the creation of the dispositif, 

where stories are put together through the organisational technique. (See fig. 23) The grid-

based systems of my installations are the most prominent example of this within my studio 

research:  assemblages of images mined from the internet are placed into context through 

the dispositif of process and play, made legible through the organisational techniques of the 

archival format. (See fig. 24)  

3.11 Conclusion 

Practice-led research as a methodology allows for my project to cover broad research areas, 

forming an eclectic collection of contexts and interpretations within studio practice. 

Examples of studio methods adjacent to or outside of “traditional” modes of artmaking are 

the accumulation of media from scientific or historical databases or using archival 

preservation techniques (bagging, tagging, cataloguing). As discussed here, it felt ethically 

and morally questionable to develop a set of research techniques designed to intentionally 

deceive an audience. Narrative inquiry predominantly involves written or verbal accounts 

being recounted in contemporary events as opposed to reconfiguring historical narratives 

through archival research. The studio techniques related to narrative inquiry used here 

involved hours of methodical research into online encyclopaedic or niche interest websites, 

accumulating narrative and story, both empirical and traditional. Genealogy is a novel 

approach of applying truthiness to and reflective of customary ways of reappraising archival 

research. 
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Figure 24: Charlie Donaldson, 

CRISIS ENDING (2018) digital 

print on plastic 

Figure 23: An example dispositif 

from a research session, charting 

the interconnections and different 

avenues illuminated throughout 

the process. 
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Because genealogy comprises reinterpretations of history and the generation of new 

knowledge based on this reappraisal, truthiness can be utilised in the context of archives 

through the guise of reinterpretation. Studio methods associated with genealogy are 

reconfigurative rather than generative:  practices of collecting and cataloguing as well as 

digital collage and fabrication are prominent examples of this. Genealogy and the dispositif 

also demonstrate the way myriad interpretations of the same image exerts control and 

influence on how we collectively perceive the world. By approaching genealogy through 

truthiness, it is easy to imagine how fabricating or mislabelling evidence and framing it as 

archival could make an audience aware of how problematic the idea of an objective 

collection is. By using the dispositif as a means of organising the research both figuratively 

and visually, I believe that genealogy is an effective methodology within the context of my 

research project. The grid-based systems of my installations and experiments are the most 

prominent example of this within my studio techniques: assemblages of images mined from 

the internet are placed into context through the dispositif of process and play, made legible 

through the organisational techniques of archives. Applying truthiness to the archive can 

reveal the impact of widespread exposure to truthiness in the collective realm, especially in 

everyday life on archives of history in the context of a visual arts practice. In the next chapter, 

I will undertake a contextual review of visual arts practitioners whose work resonates with 

my research project.
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4  Contextual Review 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will discuss the context of my research by examining the work of three 

artists and critically appraising their respective practices against the studio methods and 

aims of my own project. I decided the best means of presenting the breadth of my 

theoretical framework was identifying practitioners whose work engaged with archives 

but was primarily disseminated through the internet, thus allowing truthiness to influence 

readings of their work. I discuss their work in the context of conspiracy research and the 

use of studio techniques, including parody, humour, and the dispositif. I first discuss 

American artist Trevor Paglen’s Symbology (2007–), a glimpse into top-secret United 

States military patches. This project explores the aesthetics of secrecy and revelation 

within conspiracy research which (un)intentionally employs truthiness to undermine the 

archive as a space for conducting legitimate research. Paglen’s status as “preeminent 

researcher,” possibly fabricated material (due to its unverifiability), and penchant for pop-

culture iconography are distinct similarities I identify between our practices. Next, I 

discuss Lebanese artist Walid Raad’s Atlas Group (1989–2004), which fabricated 

evidentiary documents in a (mostly) online “archive” that sought to draw attention to the 

failure of archives to objectively document history. I identify intersections between our 

studio techniques, which feature images that emulate a documentary style and include 

annotations and notes, using photographs to legitimise the false information presented. 

Reconfiguring archival practices as means of reinterpreting history through fabrication is 

central to our practices. Raad’s work exploits the incomplete understanding of a murky 

era of history to allow archival parody to fill in the gaps.  Finally, I discuss the work of 

French artist Christian Boltanski, whose use of the archive indicates a shift in artists’ 

perception and use of archives. His work primarily consists of (mostly) inaccessible 

photographic material presented as sealed archival document storage. Boltanski’s 

practice highlights issues surrounding photographic documents in the archive by 

parodying conservation techniques to highlight the inaccuracy of photographs as 

“objective.” Both our practices rely on readymade images—floating indexical signs that 

are divorced from their original context and given new meaning through their adaption 

into installations. I identify parallels within our practices in drawing an audience into 

feeling complicit in the discovery of new historical perspectives. 
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4.2 Trevor Paglen, Symbology (2007–) 

American artist Paglen’s work explores the aesthetics of secrecy and revelation within 

conspiracy research, which (un)intentionally employs truthiness to undermine the 

presentation of legitimate research. Symbology is a glimpse of insignia of top-secret 

United States military testing. (See fig. 25) Paglen employs rigorous research 

techniques to “produce” aesthetically engaging, conceptually detailed bodies of work 

illuminating secret US government operations. Allegedly gathered through visits to 

military-frequented bars, Paglen amassed a collection of patches from which he was 

able to deduce the meaning of symbols, call signs, and phrases in their design.109 Paglen 

familiarised himself with their visual shorthand, learning the vernacular of top-secret 

government projects. The work has received acclaim as a photobook with captions and 

an explanatory narrative, disseminated often through internet blogs and news media. 

Paglen’s exploration of these insignia is a prime example of looking at smaller, 

overlooked pieces of history in order to realise a well-rounded understanding of it. The 

dispositif could be applied to Paglen’s research by spreading out his terminology, signs, 

research locations and contacts on a grid to examine their coalescence. 

Presented as an archive of an inaccessible world that nonetheless occupies our reality, 

Paglen’s fragmentary view of these insignia speculates on the meaning of some of the 

iconography but is unwilling or unable to do so with others. This “surplus of semiotic 

material” functions like Steyerl’s “Too much world,” as Paglen’s strategy of (new) 

information overload purposefully establishes him as preeminent researcher through a 

rapid-fire of “translated” jargon and deciphered imagery. (See fig. 26) He becomes an 

expert of a purely speculative world, one in which he has all the answers, yet draws no 

conclusions.110 Paglen’s practice is less concerned with the interpretation of secrets or 

the implications of their revelation. Instead, his focus is upon illuminating the visual 

experience of the secret, inviting an audience to explore the particulars of its appearance 

rather than attempting to make explicit its contents or purpose.111 Symbology is 

comprehensive yet definitively incompletable, a glimpse of a speculative realm, that 

presents physical evidence of black world,112 which is ultimately indecipherable. Paglen’s 

research is rife with truthiness, establishing himself as an “honest” researcher who 

reveals unjustly concealed information, doing good work for good reasons. However, the 

legitimacy of Symbology is reliant on this positioning, as is the allure of revelation in its 

inscrutable yet engaging aesthetic form.  
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Paglen also provides little to no narrative background, instead asking the audience to 

perform the investigation of both image and context. By imploring the audience to “take 

his word for it,” Paglen (un)intentionally allows truthiness to intensify speculation 

surrounding his research.113  

Paglen’s supposed reliance on contacts within the military community to facilitate his 

collection means the work functions as a process of archiving and re-contextualising 

such practices in contemporary art.114 Here the authenticity of his archival practice 

becomes mired in the production processes utilised across his artworks. British 

researcher Clare Birchall states that “Paglen repeatedly invites us to encounter the limits 

of visibility and experience secrecy’s form, rather than find meaning or content through 

total revelation.”115 This is a prime example of similarities between Paglen’s and my own 

research. Fabricating an archival parody that is enticing through its presentation and the 

aesthetic allure of its content transcends the need for a cohesive narrative—that is to 

say, the necessity of revelation in conspiratorially oriented work. It is impossible to 

discern whether Symbology presents a real collection or a fabrication, but truth is not 

important to its success. Paglen’s remarkable understanding of the visual language of 

conspiracy is key: he knows a revealed secret is never fully legible.  

4.3 Interpretations 

If we infer Paglen has created the images in Symbology based off his own projects that 

include fabricated patches, then there are distinct parallels between our studio 

techniques. Whether in homage or subtly revealing his deception, Paglen has also 

created his own remarkably similar insignia in his projects, such as Orbital Reflector 

(2017) (See fig. 27) and The last pictures (2012). I have made patches digitally since 

2014, performing extensive research into iconography and design used throughout the 

history of military and civilian patches. (See fig. 28) The presentation of Paglen’s patches 

emulates the precise, detailed work of the archivist to lend legitimacy to conspiratorially 

bent revelation. There is a distinct emphasis in Paglen’s patches upon humour and play, 

either through humorous text or use of jarring iconography, such as a hooded figure I 

recognised as from an album cover by the widely derided American hip-hop duo Insane 

Clown Posse. (See fig. 29) Paglen’s use of specific signs indicates a similar means of 

fabrication, playfully attempting combinations until an engaging result—sometimes 

funny, sometime serious—emerges. My research project shares the same affinity for in-

jokes and pop-culture references, engaging with history through imagery. Paglen not 

only seeks to embrace conspiracy by exploring an unknown world—but he also 

inadvertently engages in the propagation of truthiness. The authoritative tone of the work 

means it is taken at face value, fuelling truthiness surrounding military conspiracy.  
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Symbology is critical in the context of my research because it fundamentally relates to 

conspiracy, truthiness, and archival objectivity. By presenting an incomplete view of an 

unknowable world, Paglen allows truthiness-fuelled speculation to fill gaps left by the 

fragmentary nature of Symbology. The speculative nature of the images/their origin 

builds “subjective” narrative—constructing a story that blurs elements of fact and fiction 

to circumvent or overlay “official” history.116 Paglen’s work aligns with my research aim 

of exploring the rise of conspiracy in contemporary culture, through his alleged work to 

increase mainstream visibility of a previously under-documented phenomenon. Its tone 

of legitimate archival research positions the audience to read the work as real, yet its 

fundamentally unknowable context means they feel complicit in discovering new 

knowledge. Working in tandem with its truthiness-fuelled subjective interpretation, 

Paglen’s work ultimately aligns with the aim of my research to lead an audience to 

consider how truthiness and conspiracy shape contemporary perceptions of “real” 

history. In the next section, I discuss the work of Walid Raad. 

4.4 Walid Raad 

Lebanese artist Walid Raad’s work is about “the future of the past,” most prominent in 

his long-running project, The Atlas Group (1988–2004).117 His interest in archives relates 

to their construction, seeking to illuminate their influence on primary readings of history. 

Raad’s archives allegedly present fragments of information about the Lebanese civil war, 

generating knowledge of the under-documented conflict. His work parodies archives 

through fabricating documentary (photographic) evidence of history, stored in an 

imaginary archive. Raad’s use of the archives questions photographic evidence as 

objective, employing truthiness to explore the boundaries of archival systems of 

preservation. His parody suggests the failure of Western/colonial archive, imagining an 

archive that places collective memory above the written record. The Atlas Group 

performs as a legitimate archive, consisting of a rigorous organisation system.118 I 

specifically identified the Fakhouri file as the focus of my inquiry into The Atlas Group, 

supposedly donated to the archive after the death of a prominent historian.119 (See fig. 

30 & 31). Raad’s work is generally presented as an online archive or disseminated 

through performative lectures. My focus here is upon the former, which can be discussed 

in the context of genealogy. Danish art historian Dag Petersson notes that the framework 

used by Raad “reveal(s) changes of historical potentialities [that] may be catalogued and 

archived if targeted with rather intricate strategies.”120 The organisational system of the 

Atlas Group suggests Raad’s interest in the dispositif as an organisational tool, where 

documents are sorted according to provenance, but mixed with documents generated 

by the Atlas Group, especially in their online archive. 
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Already been in a lake of fire from the Fakhouri file presents the work as digital prints, 

screenshots, and scans of the online version of the work (see fig. 32). Like this, multiple 

contexts lead the audience into different areas of the archive or point them toward 

different readings through how they choose to navigate the nexus of information. This 

system of organisation and sorting is a counterpoint to Steyerl’s “too much world,” 

gravitating toward Foster’s “archival impulse.” It seeks to sort masses of data that exist 

with no real index of their own, instead living parasitically upon our understanding of how 

signs work. Raad makes use of images that are devoid (or deprived) of context and 

therefore their accurate placement in a time/period is difficult. Too easily, images slide 

out of context and blend into a semiotic soup, as their lack of physical form (concrete 

index) means they are malleable to any context. Korean art historian Jong-chul Choi 

defines this as a “quasi-academic mask, deceptive photographic indexes and other 

semiotic references.”121 Raad’s use of these indexes is designed to creatively approach 

the lack of documentation surrounding traumatic history, shifting focus from recorded 

history of events (or lack thereof) to instead re-energise public interest and attention to 

reconfigured archives. Raad highlights the discontinuity between understanding the 

failing of objective historiography and its desire to accurately record.122 This desire is 

Foster’s “archival impulse,” which acknowledges the shortcomings of collective social 

memory in accurately providing a record of the past.  

Raad’s precise parodying of archival techniques troubles the distinction of documentary 

images as accurate/ truthful through his impersonating of an archivist. Like Paglen’s, 

Raad’s assumption of a role establishes him as “beyond reproach”; however, he does 

not use this role as a means of tricking or deceiving. Despite extensive performative 

lectures that disseminate the information of the Atlas Group, Raad has always confirmed 

it contents are fabricated when questioned. Raad’s archive of questionable authenticity 

implies that the objectivity provided by photographic evidence is bunk, easily 

manipulated to different perspectives. The Atlas Group questions the nature of historical 

documents—yet, by emulating one, it functions as both an object and a criticism of 

modern archiving.123 Raad’s use of fabricated photographs and narratives throughout 

The Atlas Group is indicative of the specific application of truthiness within his work. Like 

Paglen, he uses his status as researcher as well as the status of the Atlas Group as an 

organisation to give the work a sheen of validity and professionalism. The unverifiability 

of his accounts of the conflict means we take his word for it—especially in type “FD” 

documents.124  
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4.5 Interpretations 

Notable correlations between Raad’s studio techniques and those in my own research 

project include his use of archives as a means of legitimising the information he presents. 

His work emulates a documentary style, using the photograph as a means of legitimising 

the false information he is presenting. Raad uses his status, like Paglen, to suggest 

images are “worthy” of our consideration through his masterful use of a specific set of 

techniques and tools. His work focuses on “numbers, notes, and photographs—the 

deceptive numerical/indexical signs”125 that make his archival parody legible and 

legitimate. The malleability of his definition of the project suggests the outcome/response 

to the work is constantly in flux (see fig. 33). Raad’s approach means he can employ 

presentation methods—performance, contrasting sections of the archive, online/physical 

representations, humour—to different degrees, depending on perceived audience 

response.126 The fabrication of archival documents indicates a contemporary turn toward 

questioning archival objectivity, an aim of my own research. This aligns with Foster’s 

interpretation of artists critiquing not only archival authority/objectivity but also revealing 

crises in historical interpretation.127 Reconfiguring archives as means of imaginative 

reinterpretation of history through fabrication is central to his—and my own—practice. 

The lack of audience knowledge of the subject matter allows for truthiness to establish 

Raad as an authority of a historical moment of which no concrete understanding exists. 

The tone of Raad’s work is that of the archival parody, but unlike Paglen, does not directly 

engage with the rise of conspiracy in contemporary culture. Rather, the foregrounding of 

folklore establishes a context that subverts traditional interpretation akin to conspiracy 

theory. Raad rallies against linear interpretations of recorded history, questioning the 

ability of historical documents to provide accurate/objective knowledge to an audience.128 

In the next section, I will discuss the work of Christian Boltanski. 

4.6 Christian Boltanski 

French artist Christian Boltanski’s work is indicative of a shift in artists’ use of archives 

within contemporary practice—interrogating the effectiveness of preservation techniques 

theoretically rather than examining existing archives. The archive is a mainstay of 

Boltanski’s practice, from parodying police collections to self-mythologising by donating 

the contents of his studio to a museum. (see fig. 34) His fixation with archives as infallible 

documents of the past is often contradicted within his visual language: he has routinely 

fabricated “evidence” in his work, either by misattribution or blatant pilfering.  Reserve-

Detective III (1988–91) consists of black-and-white mugshots reproduced from the 

French magazine Detective. (See fig. 35) Boltanski reproduces them without separating 

criminals from victims, displaying them upon cardboard boxes on wooden shelves.  
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The boxes are not opened: instead, the mugshots on the exterior serve as the only point 

of access we have to their contents. In a similar work, Reserve des Suisses mortes 

(1991), Boltanski applies a similar technique to obituaries from Swiss newspapers. (see 

fig. 36)  

Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, assessments of Boltanski’s practice emphasised 

his fascination with death, taking his use of clothing piles (representing humans, 

presumably deceased) and close-cropped “mugshot” style photograph (emulating 

Holocaust portraits) at face value, interpreting his preoccupation with the dead as 

mourning the loss of childhood innocence and the importance of remembrance.129 (See 

fig. 37) By the late 1990s, a more pragmatic approach to his work was established by 

American art critic Richard Hobbs, who recognised that while Boltanski’s primary 

preoccupation is with death, it is not in the literal sense. What becomes clear is his use 

of archives or collections that reanimate the “dead past”: photographs, objects, and 

documents function as nodes of remembrance or revitalisation of memories.130 While the 

evidentiary nature of the photographs in Reserve-Detective is technically unchanged 

(they still display mugshots of either criminals or their victims), the removal (or 

concealment) of a system of identification muddles the usefulness of archives—

specifically, the ability of the photographic document to accurately represent history. 

Boltanski uses the status of the photograph as a “magical substitute for … actual 

presence.”131 In this way, he can use photographs as a legitimising force in presenting 

what is understood to be an archive. Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor notes that one of 

the key tenets of Boltanski’s practice is the allusion to the archive rather than working 

with its specific techniques/systems: his work resembles and is functionally similar 

enough to an archive to be read in the same discourse.132 Boltanski uses this archival 

parody, a generally understood system, as an access point to illegible information, 

impairing the ability of the archival framework to work as intended. This suggests the 

worth of archives beyond data conservation or preservation. Instead, archives can simply 

be appreciated for their aesthetic value, instead of their epistemological necessity.  

Boltanski’s work appeals to audiences because it rallies against what Foster calls 

“archival reason”133—while situated within the familiar site of the archive as the general 

public understands (for example, medical history), it pushes beyond the banal 

organisational format to present visually engaging possibilities the archive possesses. 

(See fig. 38) Boltanski’s mastery of the archive as a visual language comes from 

understanding that people recognise their outlines and vague organisational context—

which he then uses to dismantle traditional notions of archive content/access.  

 





 

61 

By collapsing the binary between elements of his work—criminal/victim, good/evil—

Boltanski interrupts our understanding of archives as objective where interpretations are 

set in stone.134 Boltanski’s parodies as practice restrict access to the data they contain 

as “knowledge”: instead, they become aestheticised. The balance of secrecy and 

revelation means images and objects encountered in this context are imbued with 

amplified importance to the audience.135 The act of transforming an epistemological 

format to one of visual, aesthetic interaction engages with Derrida’s archive fever, 

motivating an awareness and desire in an audience to uncover stories in the work 

through their own experiences with archives. This transformative power that instils a 

reverence of images (recontextualised indexically and physically) means truthiness is at 

work through a tangible presence rather than through intangible content. Boltanski’s 

career-long fascination with archives establishes his role, like Paglen and Raad, as being 

“predictable and trustworthy.”136 

4.7 Interpretations 

Like Boltanski’s, my research also makes use of readymade images—many of my 

images are sourced online and are recontextualised through visual or textual cues to suit 

the narrative being built. Boltanski works in a similar way, relying on floating indexical 

signs divorced from their original context, given new meaning through their adaption into 

his installations. Boltanski’s position is unique within the practitioners I have identified: 

while many artists use their status as preeminent researcher to legitimise the position of 

their research, Boltanski instead uses his status as an artist to “seal off” the work 

aesthetically, resisting reinterpretation by others that is so important to archives. 

Boltanski’s use of grid-like systems and reference charts forms another parallel with my 

research, suggesting the dispositif as a motif throughout his practice. (see fig. 39) The 

fragmentary nature of Boltanski’s practice means that like Foucault’s genealogy, there is 

a distinct focus on weaving together disparate threads of narrative and history. 

Boltanski’s practice aligns with my research aim by setting a tone of archival parody, 

demonstrating the inaccuracy of the archival experience, mainly through the mis-held 

belief of the photograph as accurate document,137 but also through the “archive-fever” of 

personal experience filtered through empirical history.138 His practice aligns with my 

research aim to consider how truthiness and conspiracy shape perceptions of “real” 

history by illuminating the unreliability of traditionally perceived archives to an audience, 

filtered through our innate desire to document and hoard evidence of our experiences. 

Boltanski’s archival parodies highlight “both the conventional structures we rely on to 

make a story of history possible and the impossibility of ever being able to do so.”139 
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4.8 Conclusion 

My inquiry into the work of Paglen, Raad and Boltanski has identified elements within 

their practices that align strongly with the research I am undertaking. Paglen’s use of 

specific signs indicates a similar means of fabrication, emphasising playfulness and 

trying different combinations until an engaging result emerges. Paglen not only seeks to 

embrace conspiracy by exploring an unknown world—but he also inadvertently engages 

in the propagation of truthiness. Symbology’s tone positions the audience to read the 

work as real, yet its fundamentally unknowable context means they feel complicit in the 

discovery of new historical knowledge. Working in tandem with truthiness-fuelled 

subjective interpretation, Paglen’s work ultimately aligns with the aim of my research to 

lead an audience to consider how truthiness and conspiracy shapes contemporary 

perceptions of “real” history. 

Raad’s fabrication of collections indicate a contemporary turn towards questioning 

archival objectivity, an aim of my research. Correlations exist between Raad’s studio 

techniques and my own, most notably our use of the archive and readymade 

photographs as a means of legitimising information. His work treads similar ground to 

my research by questioning the concept of archival objectivity. Reconfiguring archives 

as a means of reinterpretation of history through fabrication is central to our respective 

practices. Truthiness works to establish Raad as an authority of a historical moment of 

which no concrete understanding exists, and foregrounding folklore over empirical 

history establishes a context that subverts traditional interpretation akin to conspiracy 

research.  

Boltanski’s archival parodies, like mine, are contingent on readymades: he relies on 

floating indexical signs, which, divorced from their original context, are given new 

meaning through their adaption into his installations; my images are sourced online and 

are recontextualised through visual/textual cues to suit the narrative. Boltanski’s 

staunchly artistic presentation of his work is unique within the practitioners I have 

identified—by using his status as an artist to “seal off” the work aesthetically, his work 

resists reinterpretation by others that is so important to the archive. The use of grid-like 

systems and reference charts suggests the dispositif as a prominent motif throughout 

the artist’s work. His practice emulates the style of the archive to draw an audience into 

feeling complicit in the discovery of new historical perspectives present in his parodies. 

His practice aligns with my research aim to consider how truthiness and conspiracy 

shape perceptions of “real” history by illuminating the unreliability of traditionally 

perceived archives to an audience, filtered through our innate desire to document and 

hoard evidence of our experiences. In the next chapter, I discuss the two research 

outcomes of the project.
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5   Research Outcomes 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter will discuss the outcomes of my research project in the form of two solo 

exhibitions held in 2019 and 2020. As detailed earlier, I was initially interested in 

pursuing public interventions while developing hoaxing as a methodology, but the 

ethical and moral implications of this led me to abandon this idea; instead, I focused 

upon developing bodies of work designed for either gallery of museum contexts 

through the creation of archival parodies. Hoaxes differ from archival parodies in their 

intent to deceive at all levels, from content, to audience, to appearance, while archival 

parodies aestheticise the surface level of archival space rather than attempting to 

infiltrate its function at all levels. I focused upon outcomes that would appeal to art-

oriented audiences already aware of archival space and the visual language of 

conspiracy. This decision allowed for the research to concentrate upon themes I had 

not only already established as core aspects of my larger research canon but also 

desired to realise with a distinct style, encompassing archival parody, dispositif, and 

the visual language of conspiracy research. It is important to note while much of the 

theoretical framework concerns phenomena related to experiences defined by the 

internet, the outcomes of the research detailed in this chapter are stubbornly off-line, 

for human consumption, away from algorithmic and AI systems that influence our 

relationship with archival materials.140 Firstly, I discuss the project The UFO Knowledge 

Association, 1986–1994, exhibited at KINGS Artist-run in Melbourne in 2019. Beyond 

reinterpretation and expansion of existing history, the work fabricated both collection 

and archive. Despite lacking an institutional clout, the uncovered conspiracy 

nonetheless displayed a sheen of archival authority, allowing truthiness to mislead the 

audience’s reading of the collection as real. Secondly, I discuss the solo exhibition Art 

crimes: the 1E.001 archive held at the Brisbane gallery MetroArts in February 2020. A 

culmination of my research project, this exhibition incorporated an immersive 

installation experience to draw attention to the reconfiguration of the archival by 

parodying archival research, posed as an installation/intervention in a historical site. 

Whether appearing as a real space, rediscovered, or a faithful reproduction, this 

outcome demonstrates new approaches to the archival within contemporary art that 

shifts audience perception of what archives are and what their contents or even the 

interpretation of their contents can be. 
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5.2 The UFO Knowledge Association, 1986–1994 (KINGS, Melbourne) 

In mid-2019, I was offered a solo exhibition at Kings Artist-run in Melbourne.141 For this 

research outcome, I intended to create work that was within the local context of Brisbane, 

engaging with local conspiracy relating to the Bjelke-Petersen era142 of Brisbane history. 

I aimed to create a body of work that served as an exposé of police corruption in the era 

linked to an activist group primarily concerned with extra-terrestrial disclosure, but was 

revealed throughout the material presented to be an undercover surveillance project of 

the corrupt Queensland police force. The work was presented as a collection of materials 

used or produced by a group called the UFO Knowledge Association, discovered in a 

storage locker. (See fig. 40) This concept aligned with the aim of my research in 

exploring the role of truthiness in contemporary dissemination of information due to the 

lack of knowledge surrounding covert operations by the Queensland police in the Bjelke-

Petersen era: by presenting offhand archival evidence of their corrupt actions, the work 

functioned as a truthiness-fuelled archival exposé of blatant police crimes against the 

Brisbane public, something that is generally accepted to have been commonplace at that 

time. The initial studio process involved trawling online databases for images and 

engaging in fabrication and manipulation through Photoshop. The database 

predominantly featured in the images are NASA’s Flickr account and a collection of 

vernacular photographs from a Swedish actor, uploaded to Wikipedia and released into 

the public domain. This collection proved to be a valuable resource due to the timeframe 

they were taken (1970s and 1980s) as well as their largely everyday content, often 

intercut with bizarre and camp scenes of burlesque and vaudeville performances. The 

work produced for this exhibition consisted of twenty-nine vacuum-sealed archival 

objects on a grid of blue squares. Blue painters’ tape was specifically used to reference 

air crash investigations, where planes are often reassembled from debris by using blue 

tape grids. This formal presentation established a tone of archival parody, appearing 

stubbornly amateur while approaching a professional presentation through the studio 

methods of meticulous archiving, bagging, and labelling. (See fig. 41) Vacuum sealed 

bags were used to present each individual object. Aside from obvious connotations of 

preservation, these bags establish the objects as precious or worthy; legitimate and 

deserving of conservation. The grid establishes the work as a dispositif, a roadmap for 

interpreting the collection. (See fig. 42) The grid also functions as a sorting system akin 

to archaeological sites and crime scenes, an imposing motif for the work. The 

arrangement of the objects in the grid loosely followed their place within the locker itself, 

which was represented by an image of a packed storage unit found on Google images 

after a few weeks of searching for the right picture. Little to no narrative background was 

presented with the work, but the image of the locker was an important orienting tool to 

guide the viewer into the narrative as it unfolded. 
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Figure 40: Charlie Donaldson, Storage locker purchased in early 2019 used by UFOKA (2019) digital image. 

Figure 41: Charlie Donaldson, The UFO Knowledge Association, 1986 – 1994 (2019). Detail. 
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Labels noting the location of each object in the locker was reminiscent of language often 

encountered in accounts of crimes, or timelines of disasters and historical events.143 

Additionally, these labels deepened the archival legitimacy by providing an oblique 

reference to forensic and archaeological accounting. Archived materials included 

photographs, objects, drawings, letters, letterheads, and clothing. (See fig. 43) Beyond 

reinterpretation and expansion of existing history, I used Photoshop to create believable 

archival materials, fabricating both collection and archive. (See fig. 44) Photographs 

were often aged when printed by using a knife to accentuate folds and losses of the 

surface of the photographic paper. Objects, such as a page torn from a copy of Reader’s 

Digest, were torn, folded, and aged, going so far as to fabricate staple holes to make the 

page appear more authentic and believable. Miniscule elements, such as fake stamps 

bearing the face of Joh Bjelke-Petersen or Expo ’88 served as small orienting tools to 

increase the authenticity of the objects. While the work did not carry the weight of archival 

legitimacy of work supposedly gleaned from institutional archives, it utilised American art 

critic Thomas Osborne’s concept of archives, encompassing collections of essentially 

anything, even outside of the institution.  

By imbuing the uncovered conspiracy with the sheen of archival authority, truthiness 

works to mislead the audience’s reading of the collection as real. While the work 

functioned as a faux archive, the need to explain the origins of the archive became an 

obstacle in creating an immersive experience. Additionally, I included archival material 

from a myriad of Brisbane-based historical archives. These corroborative elements 

established myself as a “trustworthy” researcher like Paglen would, a reference point 

within both the real world and “real” research practices that worked to align with my 

research aim of presenting a parody of the archival at work. The addition of this element 

expanded the dispositif to include further curves and trajectories that intersected with the 

documents of the archive as well as those “sourced” from legitimate archives: each 

element serves to further corroborate the existence of the group by demonstrating 

evidence from multiple viewpoints to create a well-rounded dispositif of the knowledge.  

The audience appeared to understand the work as a parody designed to encourage 

dialogue about the status of the archive rather than the presentation of a legitimate 

archival document. Feedback was generally based around how the elements of the work 

combined to enhance believability (the grid, sealed documents, captions, photograph) 

rather than questioning if the document itself was real. These corroborative elements 

(objects from “other” archives) seemingly let the audience in on the “joke”: like Boltanski, 

if unrelated or recontextualised information can be presented so seamlessly as a parody 

of the archival, then the audience is left questioning the nature of traditional approach to 

the archive. In this way, this research outcome was successful.  
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Figure 44: Charlie Donaldson, An article 

about UFOKA from the Courier Mail, found 

in the Queensland State Archives (2019) 

digital image. 

Figure 42: Charlie Donaldson, The UFO Knowledge 

Association, 1986 - 1994 (2019). Installation view.  

Figure 43: Fabricated elements of the 

installation included photographs, letters, 

and objects, such as this microphone 

concealed in a plastic flower.  
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5.3 Art Crimes: The 1E.001 Archive (MetroArts, Brisbane, 2020) 

In late 2019 I was asked by the Brisbane artist-run initiative Stable144 to produce work 

for their upcoming exhibition at MetroArts in Brisbane in February. MetroArts has been 

a fixture of the Brisbane art community for over forty years, providing studio space and 

research opportunities for emerging artists. The exhibition was a part of a larger public 

program that bid farewell to the original location of MetroArts, acknowledging the history 

and importance of the space for the Brisbane art community. I aimed to use this 

opportunity to expand upon the general theme of the UFO Knowledge Association 

collection to create a site-specific body of work in which the narrative took place in the 

same era of Brisbane history. The concept of an immersive room-based installation 

presented a new opportunity to create a seamless archival parody, playing off the history 

of the site as a landmark for a group often targeted and maligned by the corrupt 

Queensland police. Work produced for this exhibition consisted of fabricated archival 

documents (See fig. 45) allegedly produced by the Special Branch of the Queensland 

Police, re-constructed from a destroyed state (all evidence of the activities of the Special 

Branch were destroyed following the dissolution of the office following the Fitzgerald 

Inquiry),145 displayed on-site in a rediscovered hidden room. (See fig. 46) This room was 

suggested to be authentic, having been found after being abandoned by undercover 

police in the late 1980s.  

The images were chosen once again from the public domain collections of Wikipedia, 

featuring predominantly the same vernacular photography taken by a Swedish theatre 

performer throughout the 1970s and 1980s. This collection proved valuable due to its 

association with the performing arts, what MetroArts was known for and easily taken at 

face value as candid shots of events there. These images were supported using images 

from the Queensland State Archives and State Library of Queensland collection, 

providing what appeared to be legitimate supporting material to the fabricated narrative 

at hand. Vintage dot matrix printer paper was used to create the documents. The font 

was chosen through careful research into text layouts of early digital printers. The text 

and images were run through halftone effect filters in Photoshop to achieve the grainy, 

faded aesthetic reminiscent of nascent digital rendering and printing available in the era. 

The “confidential” stamps, rather than being authentic, were created by running the 

paper through the printer a second time, opting for settings that made the ink bleed as a 

stamp would have. The printed works were then marked using pens to redact 

information, giving the appearance of top-secret documents that retain a degree of their 

secrecy despite their newfound spotlight.  The works were torn haphazardly to emulate 

their desperate destruction and sections of the torn objects were discarded, presenting 

the reconstructions as in-progress or unable to be fully completed.  
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Figure 45: Charlie Donaldson, Untitled (2020) digital print on paper.  
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Figure 46: Charlie Donaldson, Art crimes: the 1E.001 archive (2020) installation view. 
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Small drawing pins were used to hang the “reconstructed” documents, alluding to the 

paranoiac crazy walls of conspiracy theorists, pieced together from the debris to 

partially tell a story. Archive boxes littered the space, not only appearing as a powerful 

and recognisable motif for archival work and materials, but also enhancing the feeling 

of work being undertaken in the space as the audience explores it. The dust and debris 

spread throughout the space was used to heighten further believability of the space, 

making it appear “untouched” and freshly excavated. 

In contrast to previous research outcomes, the work as an installation was site specific. 

The room was allegedly where the archival material had been generated and had been 

stored and subsequently found and catalogued by the artist, rather than being moved 

off-site where that place was only alluded to. This immersive environment pulled the 

audience into the immediacy of the archival moment, granting access to a living dispositif 

where they were literally inside the nexus of information as it unfolded. When examining 

the aims of my research project, this outcome does explore the role truthiness plays in 

contemporary dissemination of information. It plays with the idea of murky or incomplete 

knowledge that seemingly confirms rumour, or at the very least implies rumour that make 

an audience question the veracity of their own understanding of the subject. History and 

incomplete knowledge are manipulated to an advantage.  

The work meets expectations of the aim of embracing the conspiratorial by its 

presentation of evidence of a government conspiracy and its cover-up, making sense of 

chaotic information through meticulously detailed work. Due to the lack of knowledge 

surrounding the activities of the Special Branch, the work is presented as the discovery 

of a legitimate conspiracy, engaging with the visual motifs of the rediscovered hidden 

room, with the paranoiac wall untangling the mystery. In terms of drawing audience 

attention to “reconfigured” archival space, the work is presented as a legitimate archival 

project. It draws attention to the reconfiguration of the archival by parodying archival 

research, posed as an installation/intervention in a historical site. Whether appearing as 

a real space, rediscovered, or a faithful reproduction, this outcome demonstrates new 

approaches to the archival within contemporary art that shifts audience perception of 

what archives are and what their contents or even the interpretation of their contents can 

be.  Feedback from the audience revealed a broad lack of understanding of the erased 

history of the special branch, but an awareness of the Bjelke-Petersen era. The status 

of the work as an archival object, combined with a general understanding of the era led 

the work to be read as believable. (See fig. 47) Upon closer inspection, however, the 

believability fell apart. Discussions with audience members revealed an encouraging 

dialogue around the impact of the installation upon murkier or misunderstood aspects of 

Brisbane’s history. Many visitors likened the installation to how the MetroArts building 
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felt in the era the room was supposedly from. Prominent installation elements of the 

exhibition such as the blanked-out windows using period-correct newsprint (See fig. 48) 

and the smashed-through sealed doorway that revealed the hidden room increased the 

believability that the space was either real-as-presented or at the very least a 

reproduction of a historically accurate room. 

Restaging the work for examination presented challenges in adapting the work to suit a 

constructed space rather than an existing location. Due to the lack of access to the 

original MetroArts site (which had, since the 2020 iteration of the work, been sold and 

was undergoing development) made fabricating a purpose-built space necessary. The 

benefit of restaging the work was the ability to exert complete control over each aspect 

of the installation, from environmental features to the size of the space itself. (See fig. 

49) The space used in the Webb gallery was smaller than the MetroArts room, 

constructed from painted and reinforced wooden panels. Windows were not constructed 

in these panels because seven of the ten panels used were on loan from Griffith 

University. While windows would have heightened the believability of the space, the 

illusion proved sufficient, aided by the striking visual motif of the windowless cube inside 

the white cube of the gallery. 



 

75 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47: Charlie Donaldson, Untitled (2020) digital print on paper.  
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Figure 48: Charlie Donaldson, Art crimes: the 1E.001 archive (2020) installation view. 
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Figure 50: Charlie Donaldson, Art crimes: the 1E.001 archive (2020) installation view. 

Figure 49: Charlie Donaldson, Art crimes: the 1E.001 archive (2021) installation view. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

The UFO Knowledge Association, 1986–1994 moved beyond reinterpretation and 

expansion of existing history, fabricating both collection and archive. The work I 

produced did not attempt to carry the weight of archival legitimacy by flaunting its origins 

from legitimate collections. Instead, I utilised American art critic Thomas Osborne’s 

concept of archives encompassing collections of essentially anything, even outside of 

the institution. By imbuing the uncovered conspiracy with the sheen of archival authority, 

the truthiness in the work operates to mislead the audience’s reading of the collection as 

real. By introducing corroborative elements that placed the work in the context of both 

the real world and “real” research practices, I was able to represent myself in a similar 

way to Trevor Paglen—as a preeminent researcher. The addition of this element 

expanded the dispositif to include further curves and trajectories that intersected with the 

documents of the archive as well as those “sourced” from legitimate archives: each 

element serves to further corroborate the existence of the group by demonstrating 

evidence from multiple viewpoints to create a well-rounded dispositif of the knowledge.  

The seamless presentation of unrelated or recontextualised information in an archival 

parody leaves the audience to question the nature of traditional approach to the archive. 

In this way, this research outcome was successful. Art crimes: the 1E.001 archive 

demonstrates new approaches to the archival within contemporary art that shifts 

audience perception of what archives are and what their contents or even the 

interpretation of their contents can be. (See fig. 50) Audience feedback revealed a broad 

lack of understanding of the erased history of the special branch, but an awareness of 

the Bjelke-Petersen era. The status of the work as an archival object, combined with a 

general (mis)understanding of the era led the work to be read as believable. Upon closer 

inspection, however, the believability fell apart. Discussions with audience members 

revealed an encouraging dialogue around the impact of the installation upon murkier or 

misunderstood aspects of Brisbane’s history. Once again, it is important to note the 

physical manifestation of a project that discusses almost exclusively digital concerns. 

The research outcomes were intentionally stubbornly material, made for human 

consumption against that of algorithmic systems.146 As the distinction between on- and 

off-line space becomes increasingly blurred, online phenomena still hold massive 

influence in the 21st Century on our perception of and relationship with the material 

world.147 
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Endnotes 

140 Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” October 110 (2004): 3–22. 

141 KINGS is a long-running contemporary art space in downtown Melbourne. Their ethos is focused upon providing a 

platform for early career artists to explore experimental installation-based work. 

142 The Bjelke-Petersen era was marked by the premiership of Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, a conservative politician who 

ruled Brisbane as a police state. This period of history was marred by rampant political and police corruption. 

143 I have spent countless hours reading accounts of disasters, crimes, and historical events on Wikipedia. The 

language of “orientation” (north, south, east west) in relation to spaces, objects, and people, always stood out as a 

strangely detached yet compelling way of allowing the reader to inhabit the space of the narrative unfolding. 

144 Stable is a Brisbane-based artist-run initiative that focuses upon providing a space for experimental practice to 

emerging artists. 

145 Throughout the premiership of Joh Bje ke-Petersen (1968–87), indigenous people, students, artists, sex workers, 

musicians, and LGBTQ+ Queenslanders among others were persecuted by relentless police brutality and government 

abuse of power. A damning report, The Moonlight State, produced by the ABC in 1987 exposed this widespread 

corruption to the public. A subsequent inquiry led to the resignation of the premier, as well as the arrest of high-ranking 

government and police officials, including the police commissioner. Bjelke-Petersen was never charged for his crimes. 

146 Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” 3—22. 

147 Hito Steyerl, “Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?” In Too Much World – The Films of Hito Steyerl, ed. Nick 

Aikens (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014), 29–40. 
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6  Conclusion 

My research project aimed to explore several key themes to consider what a 

multidisciplinary visual arts practice embracing truthiness and the visual language of 

conspiracy and intent on parodying archival material can reveal about the public 

understanding of historical truth in the archive and beyond. In the following final section, 

I examine the level of success of each aim of my research conceptually and in terms of 

studio techniques and outcomes. 

The first aim of my research was to explore the role truthiness plays in the contemporary 

dissemination of information. I concluded that truthiness is a pervasive social 

phenomenon at work in all media, even the archive, especially conspiracies. Through 

the visual language of truthiness, a multiplicity of information—political, social, 

historical—bombards us and weakens our capacity to sort fact from fiction. Rather than 

being able to focus on one piece of information, we are expected to undertake the difficult 

task of interacting with a myriad of them simultaneously. In my studio practice, truthiness 

was utilised through the detailed and extensive use of Photoshop to doctor or fabricate 

images in order to bend fact to my archival parodies, using a multiplicity of information 

and my perceived mastery of the subject matter to establish my knowledge, like artists 

Trevor Paglen and Walid Raad, as beyond reproach. Foucault’s genealogy was an 

exemplary methodology through which to explore truthiness, providing a critical context 

for the reinterpretation of history in an era defined by subjective responses to history and 

truth. Especially in my research outcome of Art Crimes at MetroArts, murky or incomplete 

knowledge was manipulated to an advantage, through the employment of conflicting or 

doctored images and misleading captions. When this kind of knowledge is utilised like 

truthiness in an archival style that appears trustworthy, an audience can be led to 

question the veracity of their own understanding of history. 

The second aim of my research was to explore the rise of conspiracy in contemporary 

culture. The visual language of conspiracy is a pertinent way to illustrate the current 

climate of suspicion around the world, making it one of the most engaging forms of 

information available. To embrace conspiracy is to embrace truthiness, to wilfully 

connect and disconnect information in a way that loses an audience in the wilderness, 

but hopefully helps them find something along the way.148 I believe that using the 

aesthetics of conspiracy in the context of archival parody can reveal to an audience how 

information can appear deceptively objective in contemporary culture, through both their 

familiarity with its language and widespread truthiness. In the context of genealogical 

research, there are distinct parallels between the dispositif and the visual language of 

the conspiracy, a visual and theoretical strategy for viewing and making sense of the 
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wilderness of conspiracy through dis/entangling a chaotic blend of historical and social 

narratives. Related studio methods were reconfigurative rather than generative, as I 

assembled new interpretations of history through extensive use of the visual motifs of 

charts, timelines, or grids. In the context of contemporary practice, artists such as Trevor 

Paglen undertake conspiracy research to undermine or overturn preconceptions of 

objectivity in “official” accounts. The prevalence of conspiracy within contemporary art 

illuminates larger conceptions of resistance to or revelation of “truth.” I have 

demonstrated within my research that artists embrace conspiracy by examining the 

objectivity of not only “official” accounts, but also truth itself. In my own research 

outcomes, conspiracy played a pivotal role in the visual language of my work. Each 

outcome sought to make sense of murky or chaotic information and my outcomes—

especially Art Crimes at MetroArts—succeeded in embracing the conspiratorial by their 

presentation of evidence of a government conspiracy and its cover-up, making sense of 

chaotic information through meticulously detailed work.  

The third aim of my research was to create archival parodies that aestheticise the 

collision of evidentiary documents and systems of preservation. The concept of an 

archive now pushes the boundaries of what was understood as archival work, expanding 

to incorporate cataloguing and interpreting collections consisting of essentially anything. 

As archives are redefined into sites of analysis and construction from multiple 

viewpoints—social and political—the need for their contents to be “objective” becomes 

unnecessary. Despite this, the general understanding of the archive remains unchanged 

beyond philosophical arenas. By parodying archives as a visual language, artists can 

draw attention to not only changes within archives themselves but also deeper crises 

within the sociopolitical preservation of history to a wider audience. Genealogy is a novel 

approach of applying truthiness to and reflective of customary ways of reappraising 

archival research. Because genealogy comprises reinterpretations of history and the 

generation of new knowledge based on this reappraisal, truthiness can be utilised in the 

context of archives through the guise of reinterpretation. Contextually, Walid Raad’s 

masterful use of archival preservation techniques trouble the distinction of documentary 

images as accurate/truthful through him impersonating an archivist. Christian Boltanski 

aestheticises the space and contents of archives to motivate an awareness and desire 

in an audience to uncover stories in the work through their own experiences with 

archives. My own studio techniques are again reconfigurative rather than generative: 

parodying the precise and methodical preservation techniques of the archive combined 

with the archivalist practices of amassing readymade images. In my research outcomes, 

I have created parodies of archival systems in gallery and installation environments. In 

Art Crimes, I achieved my aim of presenting recontextualised information as parodies of 

the archival, leaving the audience questioning the nature of traditional approaches to the 
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archive. I aimed to draw awareness to how truthiness and conspiracy shape 

contemporary perceptions of what is considered “real” historical information.  Whether 

appearing as a real space, rediscovered, or a faithful reproduction, my work successfully 

demonstrates new approaches to supposedly “objective” historical information and 

associated materials within contemporary art, shifting the audience perception of what 

archives are and what their contents or even the interpretation of their contents can be. 

This highlights to a wider audience the impact that truthiness has on our understanding 

of recorded history in the context of the archive.  

 

 

 

Endnotes 

148 Jonathan Lethem, “Knitting the Monster’s Socks,” in Everything Is Connected, 10–11. 
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