On Richard Mosse and Incoming.
‘There are friends and enemies. And there are
strangers.’ (Bauman, 1990: 143)
Zygmunt Bauman tells us that there are friends and enemies, which contradict
and, coincidently, complement each other; you cannot have one without the
other. So, then what does it mean to be a stranger and where do they stand in
this relationship of friends and enemies? What is their purpose? And how do we
identify a stranger between friend or foe?
Richard Mosse in his work Incoming (2017) looks at the migrant crisis. He uses
a military grade camera that picks up on heat signatures and allows the user to
view these heat signatures up to 32km away. The camera is classed as an
advanced weapons system and falls under the international traffic in arms
regulations. During this piece of writing I wish to critique, via Foucauldian
thought, Mosse’s work; focusing on both the video stills and the manner in
which it was displayed to the audience at the Barbican Centre of London in the
spring of 2017, I shall do so with particular reference to Foucault’s idea of the
panopticon and his ideas on power and knowledge, this will look at the ethics of
how Mosse created Incoming. Furthermore, I seek to place a psychoanalytical
slant, by applying Freudian thought, to the aesthetics and display of Incoming.
The main aim throughout this piece of writing will be to provoke the thought of
the reader, some questions will be left unanswered, but this is for the reader to
take away with them and make their own mind up.

Installation view from Incoming, as showed at the Barbican Centre. (Barbican centre,
2017:online)

In this still we see, what we believe to be, a gentleman looking through a pair of
binoculars. He is looking just to the right of the camera. He occupies a negative
space, there are no landmarks, nor any indication of geography for that matter.
He is suspended in a blurred and fluid like space, something akin to a dream.
This is most likely an aesthetical and cinematographic choice, how the figure
with his arms up, holding the binoculars to his eyes, turns into a triangle. The
negative, fluid or blurred space behind him is a technical choice. This most
probably achieved by using the telephoto capabilities of the camera to throw out
the background and maybe even using a wider aperture to further decrease the
depth of field.
What is fascinating though, is how the reflection in the binoculars does not
show any signs of life or geography either; it doesn’t allow for the viewer to see
what he, the subject, is seeing. Instead he is shown to the audience in a land of
nothing as far as the eye, with all its technical enhancements (Benjamin: 1935),
can see. Due to this, we focus only on the subject, the man holding the
binoculars, we start to wonder what he is looking at, we start to question where
he is and if he is alone.
Mosse and his crew can see the answers to these questions, but he chooses to
restrict the audiences view, instead targeting this single figure in what could be
a background rich with geographical clues as to the where, or restricting the
audience a chance to see to that he is in fact not alone and instead surrounded by
his family and friends. This is polarity of seeing is what Andrea Brighenti
(Brighenti: 2007) calls asymmetries of visibility, Mosse could see many things
going on around this man during the production of the work, but he chose to
restrict and thus not allow the viewer to know, this regime of power has a
twofold problem. Firstly, the restriction of the audience makes for a more
dramatic shot and builds suspense and tension (Campany: 2008). Secondly this
asymmetry of visibility creates an invisible barrier between the audience and the
subject, further establishing the subject as alien, as foreign. Mosse has
subsequently isolated and dehumanised this man for his own gain; the gain
being a beautiful shot of a gentleman looking towards a horizon, in some distant
land, we, the audience, are only allowed to imagine what, where, who and, of
course, why?

Installation view from Incoming as shown at the Barbican Centre (Barbican: 2017)

In this still, we see two figures. One holds their hand up to their face, their
gender and identity a mystery. The other figure, appears to be looking right into
the camera and due to cameras rendering of the figure they become
androgynous, age can only be guessed. Young. There is an innocence about the
face, maybe in their expression? The clothes they both wear, hoodies one with
hood up and the other with a beanie hat on, gloves, gives us clues as to the fact
it’s cold. Interestingly, Mosse has decided here to suspend the pair in a dream
like space, similar to the man with binoculars. The difference is that these do
not occupy the negative space, they instead have broken into it from the right
side of the frame, they have disrupted the space, and the farthest, the
androgynous figure, has caused further disruptions by breaking the fourth wall,
while Mosse maintains the rule of thirds, and looking right at the camera, gazes
locked, while the other hides their face. Why does one look straight into the
camera and the other hide their face? What do they know which we don’t? What
does Mosse know that we nor they know?
Another key and interesting element to this still, is the androgynous figures
face. It looks to be painted, or dirty, whether it is, or its actually the camera
picking up on thermal make-up of the figure is irrelevant. What is of relevance
however is the sense of discomfort we get from looking at it (Masschelein:
2011). We know it’s a human type figure, but cannot place it; like the
doppelgänger, we know it’s not one of us, we know it’s not one of them, it is a

stranger and Mosse, once more, has aided in the production of this. While
suspended in the dream space, it becomes something ghoulish, something to be
feared almost. But then we just about make out the expression of their face, it
looks sombre, not scary, and that is what Mosse has, in part, achieved with this,
a beautiful poetic image, with peaks and troughs in a single glimpse.
Although the face is a face of innocence, the fact it is captured on the
cinecamera and frozen on the photographic camera dilutes its innocence. The
camera, in both moving and still imagery, is a tool designed to show the reality
of a situation, to show the real identity as though the camera gazes straight
through the innocence and sees something more, or something less, depending
on a spectator (Bailey and Hall: 1990). The camera, in this way, as a tool,
weapon, or object that gazes at a person, freezes or dislocates them and then
turns them into an object has been used in such a way for a long time in the way
of the surveillance camera. The surveillance camera has been used to capture
criminals, being able to see and witness the crime post-hoc to apprehend the
correct culprit. But it is also a tool used to capture supposed criminals before the
crime is even committed; monitored from far away, sometimes not even in the
same building, area or even town. There is an ideology around this in which can
be seen as the promise of security through surveillance (HerzogenrathAmelung: 2013), the ideology or the promise maintains itself through
interpellation and ISA’s (Althusser: 1970). The interpellation is usually a sign,
in the UK it is normally yellow with black writing and graphics, warning us of
the presence of CCTV camera systems when we enter a space; to this extent, as
Heidi Herzogenrath-Amelung (Herzogenrath-Amelung: 2013) enlightens us to,
the sign interpellates us before we are even exploited. Mosse gave no warning
to these two people in the still, there was no chance for them to behave
accordingly, whether they were about to commit would be crime or got caught
in the act and the androgynous figures face could be seen as a face of being
caught in the act, or about to act, and then having some remorse and guilt, the
figure holding up their hand is something akin to that which people do when the
paparazzi or press are around (refer to justjarred.com image for reference and
visual expenation); notice the similarities, the hood up and the hand upto the
face in order to conceal the identity, this was taken after a Nicola Richie had
been to vist her friend in who is in prison, according to Justjared (JustJared:
2007). Mosse here holds all the power of judge, dury and executioner. Mosse
simply by displacing the two figures, via the cinecamera, and placing them in
London for all to spectate, like a public execution, has made them instantly
guilty. Of what, exactly, we cannot be sure? Maybe it is the fact they are guilty
of being strangers from a foreign land, in a foreign land to both them and us. It
is left to our cultured and civil minds to imagine what they could be guilty of.

Nicola Richie covers face due to press (Justjared: 2007).

Now, let us take a look at the way in which both stills from Incoming was
displayed to the audience at the Barbican Centre in London. We understand that
there is a sense of scale, by using the two people viewing the installation as
reference points, in both images, we can assume that the first projection is
around 10-12 feet high and the second around 6-8 feet high. This automatically
creates an uncanny proportion that leads to an almost atmospheric anxiety and
sense of unease, especially when coupled with the fact we are not allowed to see
what he, in the first image is seeing and within the second image, the face paint
type effect extenuates this atmosphere of anxiety. All the while, the scale
enhances the dream like space in both images (Masschelein: 2011).
This uncanny feeling and the added asymmetrical visibility causes a conflict,
this due to the fact that a discourse is created when seen in its given
environment. The dialogue opened is one of power, in many of its forms.
Political power, cultural power, economic or financial power and dominance.
The man in the in the first still and two figures in the second are refugees, all
three are inherently displaced, there can be no argument about that, but due to
Mosses intervention this further increases his displacement. Mosse (Seymore:

2017) talks about how he would mostly shoot at night and from miles away, like
a voyeur Mosse would watched them closely, stalking them, using the camera
to target his victims. Or more to the point, to watch their every move without
their consent or knowledge of his and the cameras presence, similar to the idea
of the panopticon, the idea that every moment the subject is unaware if they are
being watched or not, and thus should then act accordingly (Foucault: 1975),
but Mosse further increases his dominance over the figures by not allowing
them a chance to even know he is there, he acts like in an omnipotent manner,
for our benefit? Mosse holds all the power of visibility over the figures, they
cannot see him, or us for that matter. But Mosse gets a primary look at them, he
brings them back for our pleasure and so we get a secondary look; this is where
the figures in both stills truly becomes a stranger, foreign, alien, a spectacle.
How can an object be a friend or an enemy?

Installation view from Incoming as shown at the Barbican Centre (Barbican: 2017)

In this image, taken of one the installation views, I do not really want to focus
on what is depicted on the screens, although I will give a quick insight, but
more on how it has been chosen to be displayed to the audience. What it shows
us is a village constructed of what seem to be pre-existing structures and tents,
with refugees walking around, going about their day-to-day activities, whatever
they maybe.

What is of importance of this particular installation view is that we really start
to get a sense of how Mosse chose to use the camera as a tool of surveillance
and how through the manner in which it is displayed enhances both the
displacement of the inhabitants as well as, which the two are linked, the
cameras use as an intervention between the real and dream like space both via
display and thermal imaging.
The multiple screens echoes that of a surveillance camera monitoring hub. With
its multiple screens, all working in situ with one another, while also working
seconds behind one another (refer to image of CCTV monitoring hub and screen
shot from Mosse’s website). This shows us that the camera, under Mosse, has
been used to observe and survey the refugees. When thinking and seeing in this
way, thoughts of Foucault’s (Foucault: 1975) plagued town comes to mind and
how the festival traditions grew from the plague, and also grew the political
dream of the plague. One to dismiss power where every man, woman and child
is equal and one to intensify power, where every man, woman and child is
placed into a register and placed under the control of powers that be. Mosse
registered every man, woman and child in the camp with the camera, they did
not know this, so they continued to act in a way that was the norm, but then
Mosse brought the footage and stills back to a western audience. Without the
consent or knowledge of the surveyed; this striped away the transparency the
panopticon as an architectural mechanism of power holds, however, Mosse and
his camera had a privileged, panoptic and omnipresent view of all events and
situations unfolding and then, as a by-product of this, so did we. But when seen
in such away, are we any more enlightened on the crisis? Does this make us
more accepting of them and their ordeal? No, they remain strangers, in a strange
land, made stranger still by the thermal imaging aesthetic of the camera.
Their strangeness is again increased when we look at how this particular part of
the installation has been shown to us, the dream-like and unreal characteristics
and qualities are illuminated and it is that the multiple screens moving slightly
out of sync, really aid in this. Freud in his writings and theories on dreams tells
us that dreams do not consist entirely of situations, but also of disconnected
fragments and that it is when these fragments are displaced and then subject to a
selective operation that they become modified situations (Freud: 1911); Mosse
and the cameras intervention has taken these fragments of situations from the
refugees, brought them to London, selectively chose what to show and what not
show to the spectators. But further to this, Mosse then shows it in a dislocated
and fragmented way, thus underpinning the dream like space and the eldritch
vision of the thermal imaging camera. This selective fragmentation and
dislocation, can also be read as a metaphor of the dislocation of refugees, but
then where to the refugee’s dream of when they sleep? A non-war-torn country
or a country bountiful and not poverty or famine stricken, like the one they flee;

Maybe they dream of a country like the UK? But I doubt Mosse showing the
footage and stills here in the UK is a metaphor for him attempting to bring their
dreams with him.

Screen shot from Richard Mosse’s website (Mosse: 2017)

Lancashire's Police and Crime Commissioner visited a new centralised CCTV hub
(LanashirePCC: 2017)

The space’s recorded by Richard Mosse became a play and the Barbican
became a theatre during the spring of 2017, but we, the budding
anthropologist’s, thanks Mosse, reminded passive voyeurs instead of active
participants (Ranciere: 2009). We did not learn from the images as such, but we
were definitely seduced by them, their stunning visuals like nothing we’ve seen
before, shown to us on such a grand scale, or in ways we can only see in
dreams; how could we not be seduced? However, the individuals documented,
played the role of themselves, and they played it rather well according to most
reviews and write ups. But this is the ethical dilemma, Mosse documented the
refugees and their crisis, without their knowledge or consent. Then showed it to
a western audience, some of us may have first-hand experience of the turmoil
and experiences such a journey can have, but for most us, I am guessing, have
none. This is the main factor as to why Richard Mosse has aided in the
production of strangers. The dilemma deepens, when we know that Mosse will
not go back and show this to them, nor are they likely to see it in all its glory.
There is also a sense of Mosse and the camera colonising the refugee’s lives,
stealing and putting it on show to the spectator-Audience, where we become
excited over the exotic and strange imagery he has created.
Mosse talks (Mosse: 2017, Seymore: 2017, Photoworks: 2017) about how he
understands and admits that he had to dehumanise the refugees, how he knows
it may be hard for some to view and that it is violation of ethics but should not
be seen in such away and instead make the viewer actively engage in the work.
But, Mosse, once again has done the unimaginable, like what he did with the
Enclave, in 2013, he has shown us something so tragic in such a beautiful way.
We questioned it and/or ourselves. I believe that nothing can take that away
from him. Due to his well celebrated series, he has won this year’s Prix picket
award (The Guardian: 2017). Will the refugees see any of this? Will it benefit
them in any way? Either way, it doesn’t matter because the migrant crisis can be
yours to own, in the form of a book, for just £35 (Mack Books: 2017).
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