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Abstract

This essaydraws onthe work of Bruno Latour to question conventional methods of "historicizing" and
"contextualizing" works ofart. Contextis typicallyequated with original historical context, and the act of
historicizing atextbecomes a matteroflinking it to othertexts and events inthe same slice oftime. Such
historicistapproaches, largue, cannotaccountforthe transtemporal move ment oftexts, theirability to
resonate across different periods, and the ways in which theyspeak to us now. Moreover, traditional models
ofcontextand its correlates (society, power,ideology, etc.) tend to downplayoractivelydenythe agencyof
artworks. What if we were to think ofthese artworks as nonhuman actors who modify states of affairs by
making a difference? Suchanapproachcalls onus to recognize the specificityofworks ofart as well as their
sociabilityand wordliness. Artworks are not heroic actors engaged inendless opposition,subversion, and
resistance;rathertheyare coactors and codependents,enmeshed in multiple attachments and

associations thatenable themto survive.
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¥ OTIILE 15 A KOKE-TINFSUBTLE provocition, though nor, 1
Mdlmllll prvint ot @ selFauthored one. What word ooukd be
muore ubigquitons in literary and culiural smdies: more ear-
nestly invoked more diligently defended more devouly Lowtowed
1 The once commaonplace but now risible notion of “the work iself”
hias been endlesly dissected, damembered, and depatched inu Mew
Critical oblivion, Camtext & not optional. There are, 0 e sure, end
lewi dispunes berween various subliekls and splinver groups abaout what
counis as a legitimate context: Marxist critien ke umbrage ar New
Hiswricia anecdotes and siles of socil description; queer theorsns
take ismue with femingt explanations that maume a bipolar gender
workd, Comtext i, in this sense, an endlesly contesied concept, sulject
o oflen ranconos reloshing and occasional burss of secaran sniper
fire. But wha, in their right mind=—apart from a few die-hand aesthets
mumbling into their sherry gbases—eould feasibly ke isoe with the
iden of context as aich?
amext atinks” is, in B, adouble quotaion: nw tigle ¢ lannels Bruno
Latour, who is in mrn citing arc hitect Rem Koolhaas " But o what end?
Lawsur, after all, is ome of the musi visible proponenis ol sdence stmlies,
a feld than has scunled the idea of science as a angle-minded pursoinof
ruth by dowc imenting, in ex haustive detail, is social embedding and is
contaminaion v worklly Bemwrs, Meanwhile nw own work owes poch
o feminist historidam as well @n a coliral sidies methodology that
seen conlexiualizition o the quintesential virme, Larry Grosbeng's
statemsent, “for culmral studes context is evervihing and evervihing &
conbes D, " suceine y summarises the maost hesrtfeln convictions of the
field ® What lies, then, behind this abropt exeoriation of contemporary
literary and cultral stmliea” Gvorite worde
The histary of literary theary, adminedly, vields up a liany of oonr-
plainis againan contex nualizaton, ranging from the Rinsian Formalist
e for the mnonomous development of Berary form o Gadimer's
ingistence that the work ofan & not just a historical ariBer, b is newly
actimlized and brought w life n the hermeneatic encounter. More
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