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Imaging Power and Flux

Jim Morris uses mapping software to cull data on such issues as border disputes and the 
spread of violence in communities. He then manipulates, reconstructs, and reconfigures 
this information into an abstracted visual language through drawing. Morris is interested in 
how information is represented in print and electronic media and how we interpret facts. His 
exhibition questions information as power and how truth is in flux, or a subjective negotiation 
of multiple memories or persistent impressions. His work visualizes the concept that what we 
remember as fact is an afterimage that continues to appear in one’s vision after the original 
image one views has ceased. 

Morris begins by making an ink drawing on paper, which he scans to produce a computerized 
image tracing or vector file of the original. Morris prints and often laser cuts the digitized 
drawing. In laser cutting, a focused laser beam melts, burns, vaporizes or blows away the 
printed material by a jet of gas, leaving an edge with a high-quality surface finish. Morris also 
prints his drawings onto layers of transparent mylar and then hand-draws over the prints in 
acrylic ink. In several works, he creates a base layer of found pages of a book on banking 
deregulation, for example. Layering the laser printed imagery over official documents, Morris 
creates collaged, mixed media works that emphasize the idea of transparency and obfuscation 
of information. 
 
The artist’s formal compositions function as psychological maps devoid of straightforward 
meaning. Black blocks of ink overlay charts of U.S. Bank claims; borders are drawn and scrambled 
lines appear superimposed over what we discern as dollar signs and page numbers. Some of 
the images are pixilated, reflecting Morris’s concept of how decomposing data corresponds to 
ideas of memory and forgetting. 

The artist states that, “we are bombarded with information that articulates the structure 
of different types of power.” Information regarding military action and disease may be 
diagrammed, but the rate at which these change makes them difficult to quantify. As consumers 
of information in the digital age, we often download more ambiguity than truth. Jim Morris 
reframes the idea of concrete data as a visual illusion. In his work, this notion is underscored by 
the fact that we are not sure what we are looking at and the lack of concrete meaning forces 
us to look closer. 
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Mapping Power, Drawing Flux: Reflections on Some Recent Work by Jim Morris

Disciplinary power, the structures of such power, our inability to resist it, and the implications of this human 
vulnerability are the lasting hallmark of the French philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984).  He provided one 
of the richest and most compelling accounts of the “scopic regime of modernity,” a notion which has profoundly 
impacted contemporary artists such as Harun Farocki, Trevor Paglen, and Peter Halley.  In 1978 Robert Morris’s 
created a series of pen and ink drawings In the Realm of the Carceral after reading Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: 
the Birth of the Prison.  Flux conjures another major philosopher, Heraclitus, the pre-Socratic, who claimed that 
everything was in flux, a state of constant change.  Such basic elements as fire (and its opposite, water) have a 
special status in his metaphysics.  Yet, there is also something deeply paradoxical about the Heraclitean claim 
that “change alone is unchanging” or always constant.2  Thomas McEvilley has noted “If all things are in flux, 
as Heraclitus said they were, then one has no sooner defined something than it changes and no longer fits the 
definition.3”  Hence, no entity is definable or knowable for Heraclitus, which is an extremely cynical predicament 
for any philosopher to maintain.

In conversation, Jim Morris has suggested sedimentation—the complex geological phenomenon—as a useful 
analogy for his creative process and initial desire to create layered drawings.  In fact, he uses transparent mylar as 
a type of palimpsest.  His intricate overlays demonstrate a formal tension between surface/depth, above/below, 
figure/ground, abstraction/figuration, transparency and opacity, and the tactile/optical.  Redacted elements, 
blurred lines and softened edges further instantiate this notion, in addition to erosion and withering of the image.  
Given the exhibition title, such binaries function, by extension, as metaphors for the contested tensions between 
private/public, absence/presence, futility/hope, as well as secrecy/free and open speech.

“Writings and texts no longer exist in perceptible times and spaces, but rather in the 
transistor cells of computers.  And since, in the last three decades, the heroic deeds of 
Silicon Valley have managed to reduce the dimensions of transistor cells to the submicron 
level (that is, to less than a micrometer), our present-day scene of writing can only be 
described by way of fractal geometry: as self-similarity of letters over some six decades 
that extend from corporate billboards the size of a house down to a bitmap the size of a 
transistor.1”
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The sparks, triggers or touchstones for the drawings are often other images and data culled from the ubiquitous 
social media sphere, such as the internet and traditional print media, which have compelled his attention.  Hence, 
Morris is creating images by appropriating other images, a standard and often repeated move within contemporary 
art.  The critic Craig Owens identified this strategy of appropriation with the allegorical impulse of postmodernism.4  

These initial mediated images are then reinterpreted, remediated, or translated into drawings.  Morris often 
begins quite simply with an ink drawing on paper.  He then might scan this image in its entirety or chose to isolate 
a particular, formal element, which he then mediates through technology by scanning it into a vector file or image-
tracing.  These, in turn, are sometimes, laser-cut, or reprinted by inkjet onto a different surface, such as the matte 
mylar.  Morris regards such technology as a liberating and effective means to supplement his adroit hand, and 
to engage with new formal possibilities.  These images emphasize the horizontal register.  Grids can be faintly 
discerned in many of them, along with tables and columns of numbers, while newsprint also occasionally lurks 
under the surface.  

The drawings, which span the years 2009-2014, remind us that maps are contingent, as are the borders that they 
demarcate.  Identity is also fluid and unstable.  Porosity impacts any border; a frontier is rarely impenetrable, secure 
or impervious.  It makes little sense to ask “who owns the border?” since a border is a nebulous region, a middle-
ground or space in-between at least two distinct legal jurisdictions.  Topography is commonly understood as the 
use of conventional signs or symbols to map some terrain or landscape.5  The as yet unmapped is the unknown, 
literally, Terra incognita.  Maps always inevitably, exclude something, and they always privilege something as well.  
The Mercator projection, for instance, radically distorts the representations of the Earth’s surface, exaggerating the 
size of the countries nearest the poles, but underrepresenting the landmass of those that are closest to the equator.  
By and large cartography assumes a “view from nowhere.”  In short, this is a centerless world, one seen from no 
particular point of view.6  In this age of Google Maps we often fail to realize a location system’s imprecision, until 
we are led astray, or we suddenly recall the need to update the software in our respective GPS devices.  Anyone 
who has ever used two different gadgets simultaneously can appreciate such subtle nuances.  Google searches 
yield remarkably different results in different locations, as any international traveler soon discovers.  In other 
words, the information gleaned from the internet is indexed, framed, and limited by one’s physical location.  It isn’t 
seamless or ever quite the same, spatially or temporally.  Paul Dourish and Genevieve Bell have characterized this 
as the always already messiness, instability and flux of ubiquitous computing.7  The ferality of data is precisely what 
makes it most interesting according to Bell. 
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Geopolitical history demonstrates how the names of sovereign nations and their major cities change, as does their 
orthography.  Interesting eponyms include Kristiania (spelled Christiania until 1877, renamed Oslo in 1925) and 
Constantinople (renamed Istanbul in 1923).  The military junta now in control of Burma prefers Myanmar.  

The French Academic tradition regarded drawing as the première pensée, the first-thought or the representational 
mode most closely related to the intellect.  Morris’s images, it seems to me, demonstrate a sincere grappling and 
coping with information, an attempt to “work through it” in the Freudian sense of the term, and to actively engage 
with it.8  This should not be confused with the bolder claim that there really is such an inherent sense, an underlying 
truth, a deeper meaning or coherence to the world.  Data sets, information, evidence, and sensory experience 
are no longer in short supply.  A more profound problem, presently, is to separate the valuable information from 
the almost endless flow of dreck.  In other words, for one to be able to discern, discriminate, differentiate and 
order any given stream of data.  Morris accepts that the task of interpretation, like the act of memory, is never 
perfect or entirely objective.  Experts make mistakes too, and their memory is malleable.  As an artist and global 
citizen Morris is actively engaged with and inevitably affected by the daily news.  He recognizes that quantity is 
no substitute for quality, and that value, still has a value, in the hegemonic realm of facts.  His drawings display a 
remarkable playfulness, a highly experimental aspect, in terms of his use of rotation, overlay, masking, redaction, 
repetition, collage, obfuscation, appropriation, blurring, found elements, and the varying pressures of his own 
hand in the act of mark making.  While most of them are black and white, there are many gradations of value 
between the ink, acrylic, and material surface. 
 
Sigmund Freud used the tension between the familiar and the strange, known and unknown, proximate and distant, 
in his characterization of  “the uncanny,” the seminal 1919 essay that--one would be well served to remember, was 
written at the end of WWI.9 Its German title Das Unheimliche, literally means the “non-homelike,” or “un-homey.”  
Etymologically, it is linked to heimatlos (homeland).  Those who lack a home (heimatlos), the homeless, remain 
politically disenfranchised, often powerless, in other words, and living at the margins of contemporary society.  
Nomads, and others in a state of permanent diaspora, are compelled to wander, by definition.  The homeless, 
however, often remain in an almost permanent state of rest, lacking the resources or ability to do otherwise.10  
Sadly, in the present era, refugees, by the tens of thousands, continue to seek asylum and safety in the face 
of devastating circumstances—political, economic, religious, environmental--motivated by the hope of a border 
crossing.  

The formal character of these drawings also reminds me of the marvelous maps for the reconstruction of London in the 
1940s by the British architect and urban planner Patrick Abercrombie (1879-1957), which emphasized the social and 
functional elements of urban space.  Abercrombie’s maps almost eschew the grid altogether in favor of soft painterly 
blobs, concentric rings, hubs, interstitial webs and skeins which have a striking formal resemblance to the painterly 
syntax of such artists as Chuck Close, Ross Bleckner, Brice Marden and Terry Winters.

Jorge Luis Borges’s enigmatic fable of the map 
that is exactly the same size as the territory that it 
represents inevitably comes to mind as I consider 
these fascinating images.  Borges’s story, which 
consists of a single paragraph, was a favorite and 
recurring reference of Michel Foucault and Jean 
Baudrillard.  It is ironically titled “On Exactitude 
in Science.11”  Morris’s drawings, I contend, 
explore a similar sort of ambiguity, hybridity, and 
indeterminacy.  They warrant close consideration 
and critical reflection.
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Jim Morris received his MFA from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and is an alumnus of the Skowhegan 
School of Painting and Sculpture. His work has recently been featured in group exhibitions at The Fowler-
Kellogg Art Center, Chautauqua Institution, NY; and The Kunstverein Tiergarten / Galerie Nord, Berlin; and a solo 
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ED Foundation. Jim has also received fellowships that include a summer Fulbright to Malaysia and Singapore, 
a Pollock-Krasner Fellowship, a NEA / Mid Atlantic Artist’s Fellowship, and a fellowship from the Southeastern 
Center for Contemporary Art in North Carolina.
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