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BETTINA Gockel is highly attentive to outmoded things, to 
their possible revitalization, and to the aesthetics of entropy and decay.1 
Because I am similarly inclined, I have decided to celebrate Prof. Gockel’s 
milestone and abundant scholarly contributions by sharing thoughts on 
Shure (fig. 1) and Paw (fig. 2), two 24” × 20” (61.0 × 50.8 cm) chromogenic 
prints from 2003 by the artist Moyra Davey.2 

These two photographs have long enchanted me. In 2008, Helen 
Molesworth and I organized a symposium at Harvard entitled Modern/
Age inspired by a contemporaneous exhibition of Davey’s work that 
Dr.  Molesworth had curated.3 The focus of the symposium was the 
meaning of the outmoded. In particular, there was much discussion of 
the vinyl records, pennies, paperback books, and other old things in 
Davey’s work that were living on borrowed time as institutions and con-
sumers rushed to accommodate new digital technologies. In concert with 
the exhibition, the art collector and philanthropist Barbara Lee, known 
for her support of women artists, purchased and gave to the Harvard Art 
Museums several works by Davey, including Shure and Paw.4

Shure and Paw have much in common. They both feature square- 
format close-ups of an appendage, rendered much larger than life, in 
vague surroundings. Both appendages have lowered onto a hard surface 
one or more fine points that have gathered dust as a result. We associate 
the pointed ends of both appendages – the stylus of the tonearm in Shure 
and the claws of the dog leg in Paw – with traction, sound, and possible 
scratching of the surface in question. Stereo systems and dogs are both 
domestic things, known for their fidelity and brought into the home to 
provide comfort or pleasure. Finally, both pictures are predominantly 
narrow in palette: cool blue-black tones pervade Shure, while warm 
brown tones dominate Paw. In these many ways, the two pictures are 
bonded by likeness.

These forms of likeness bring several themes to the fore: time and 
its traces, scale, domesticity, faithfulness, animals and mechanisms, 
color and tone, focus and blur, traction, sound, and scratching. For the 
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moment, I would like to approach these themes through a single leitmo-
tif: dust.

Dust is the principal sign of time in both pictures. The accumula-
tion of dust speaks to aging and decay, the shedding of dead skin and 
hair, and the blowing away of topsoil.5 Dust can also speak to neglect, the 
need for maintenance, and the endless struggle in the home against 
entropy. Dust is also a sign of the ultimate futility of such efforts. As God 
says to Adam in the Book of Genesis, “for dust you are and to dust you 
shall return.”

The dust in Davey’s pictures recalls Dust Breeding of 1920, a pho-
tograph by Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray that features dust that had 
collected on Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even 
(The Large Glass).6 As Dr. Molesworth has brilliantly argued, a refusal  
or thwarting of domestic maintenance was central to Duchamp’s prac-
tice. When Georgia O’Keeffe visited his apartment/studio, the abun-
dance of dust left her gobsmacked.7 Duchamp skipped the usual rou-
tines of domestic maintenance and instead presented the tools of that 
maintenance – including a shovel, a coatrack, a comb – as his ready-
mades. As an artist, he made work in his home, while refusing to do his 
homework.8 

Davey followed Duchamp’s opening move. Shure and Paw signify 
aesthetic work done in a home in which domestic work has been 
neglected. Beyond that move, Davey’s dust abides by a distinctive logic 
of invocation and withholding. Via the gathering of dust by stylus or 
claw, both Shure and Paw allude to phenomena that photography does 
not directly transmit. The grooves in the vinyl and between the floor-
boards, the scratches and the dust, the friction and the accumulation, 
have no tactile counterparts on the smooth and immaculate surfaces of 
the photographs. This logic of negation or absence extends to color, 
which the pictures predominantly channel into a narrow range, and 
space, which collapses into a cramped and myopic foreground. Despite 
the richness of the pictures, the absences or losses pile up, palpably 
raked, like so many traces of experience withheld or unrealized.9 

By the same token, nothing accentuates something in the mind 
like an insistence on its negation (“don’t think of an elephant,” as the old 
saw has it). Withheld by the photographs, the sounds and tactile sensa-
tions and experiences of motion invoked by Shure and Paw surge in the 
imagination, inviting recollection and reflection.10 Depicting so little of 
the room or rooms in which the turntable spins and the dog wanders 
calls our speculative attention to these domestic spaces, what they 
might be like, and how they might resemble or differ from spaces we 



(1)  Moyra Davey, Paw, 2003, C-print, 61.0 × 50.8 cm. (Courtesy the artist;  
greengrassi, London; and Galerie Buchholz, Berlin/Cologne/New York)



280 Robin Kelsey

have known. By these means, these smooth and silent pictures scratch 
at our memories.

Crucial to the magic of Shure is the raking light, evidently from a 
window to our left.11 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the ear-
liest known use of the phrase raking light – meaning light at an angle 
close to parallel with a surface – belongs to the essayist and critic John 
Ruskin. In 1857, Ruskin met with the National Gallery Site Commission 
in London to discuss the exhibition of pictures. In the course of his tes-
timony, he shared his preference for exhibiting pictures in an oblique 
and soft light, rather than a “raking light,” adding that he had picked up 
the latter phrase from Charles Eastlake, the President of the Royal Acad-
emy and the first Director of the National Gallery.12 This history sug-
gests that the phrase raking light emerged from the arts and is associated 
with the examination of surfaces. Conservators and connoisseurs such 
as Eastlake have subjected paintings to raking light to reveal craquelure, 
pentimenti (from the Italian word for repentance), abrasion, and retouch-
ing. In short, raking light brings out signs of aging, discontent, or regret.

Etymologists have little to say about why raking, a word associ-
ated with gathering and heaping up, came into its linkage with light. I 
imagine that for Eastlake and other connoisseurs, raking light, as it 
sweeps across surfaces, catches and collects details and traces like so 
many leaves. In any event, the notion of raking seems particularly apt for 
Shure, because while the raking light in the picture exposes bits of dust 
scattered across the vinyl, the stylus is raking up the bits into a pile as 
the spiraling groove passes beneath it. Like a rake, the stylus is gathering 
up what has accumulated over time. 

Unlike a rake, of course, a stylus is not meant to rake. Most audio-
philes use a moistened brush to remove dust before playing a vinyl 
record, so that the stylus can transmit the recorded sound with maxi-
mum clarity. The dust speaks to neglect or perhaps to a strange prefer-
ence for accidental distortion. Once again, Shure presents us with a pa
radox: by depicting sonic interference, the picture more insistently brings 
sound to mind. We can readily imagine the pops and crackles, accentu-
ating our curiosity about the music into which these noises intrude.

A photograph, of course, is also a record. The allusion in Shure to 
the sonic interference of dust calls to mind the analogous vulnerabilities 
of photography. A recent post on an audiophile internet site compared 
the sonic interference of dust on a stylus to “trying to use a dusty camera 
lens . . .”13 Whereas Duchamp actually affixed some of the dust that col-
lected on his Large Glass to the glass, Davey produced glossy prints. In 
the museum, a conserved world, a world under glass, dust is the return 



(2)  Moyra Davey, Shure, 2003, C-print, 61.0 × 50.8 cm. (Courtesy the artist;  
greengrassi, London; and Galerie Buchholz, Berlin/Cologne/New York)
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of the suppressed. Davey keeps it at a remove. The vinyl record is dusty. 
The wooden floor is dusty. But the photographs are pristine. Time speaks 
to loss, but in the photograph, time itself is lost. Shure and Paw both 
associate time with traction: the turntable draws the vinyl’s spiraling 
track beneath the stylus, while the paw pulls the dog across the floor. But 
before the photographs, slick as they are, we lose track of time, slipping 
into a dream of dust while beholding an image of perfect finish.14

Or so I sometimes think. At other times, I note how unresolved 
the little specks and refractions are in Shure, particularly on the left side 
of the photograph. The reflection of the stylus in the vinyl is also hard to 
make out or explain. The surface of the photograph may be intact, but 
the photograph, like the vinyl record, bears traces of its vulnerability to 
noise and distortion. Indeed, in the photograph the portion of the vinyl 
closest to us seems to lose its materiality in an inky void, and the grooves 
of the record on the left side of the picture escape registration, leaving a 
dark space in which dust floats like bits of cosmic plasma. Before Shure, 
ours is a dream of dust, and – like many dreams – it leaves us with a 
slippery grip on context and scale.

Something similar can be said about Paw. The depth of field is 
remarkably shallow; only portions of the dog’s paw and some of the dust 
are in crisp focus. More than four-fifths of the image is blurred. These 
dreamlike conditions open the picture to the effects of little accidents. 
One detail that is more apparent looking at the print rather than a small 
reproduction is a long hair (far too long to belong to the dog) hanging 
down from the top of the picture and mingling at the bottom with the 
dust and hair beneath the paw. In the vicinity of that mingling, the hair 
registers as what it is, but toward the top of the picture, it uncannily 
resembles (at least for this viewer) a crack in the image. Although the 
surface may in fact be pristine, it bears traces and reminders of accident.

Whence comes the long strand of human hair? Where is the rest 
of the dog? To take the photograph, the artist evidently lay on the floor, 
beneath the dog. Is the long hair hanging from the artist’s head? Reading 
the picture in this way, the hair of the artist and the hair of the dog are 
mingling in the dust to which both contribute and to which both will 
return. Curiously, the hair more or less follows the plane of the narrow 
depth of field, a gravitational accident thus appearing to define our rela-
tionship to the world we see. 

Placed side by side, Shure and Paw establish an analogy between 
the paw of a dog and the headshell of the turntable. A dog is an animal, 
while a turntable is a mechanism. Animals generate dust every day  
(the dog might be said to stand in its own debris), while turntables 
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decompose more slowly. But at the close range of Shure and Paw, the 
distinctions between animal and mechanism start to wobble. While the 
dog has a leg, the turntable has an arm. Both might be a faithful source 
of comfort at the end of the day. Like a Sherpa (Shure + Paw) assisting a 
mountaineer in the Himalayas, each of these domestic entities is enlisted 
as a source of support.

The analogy between animal and mechanism drawn by the two 
pictures recalls the famous argument by Descartes that animals are 
machines. In our time of artificial intelligence, this argument has been 
extended to human beings. A few years ago, Sam Altman, CEO of Open 
AI, posted: “I am a stochastic parrot and so r u.” Under what conditions 
do we treat living beings like machines? Under what conditions do we 
feel it is right to impute agency to an artificial mechanism? When are we 
concerned about underplaying the inanimate? When are we concerned 
about supplanting a multifarious living cosmology with our own self- 
serving contraptions? Davey brings us close to such prickly questions.

Among the matters at stake in these questions is our conception 
of time. For Altman and his ilk, humans and machines, as computational 
beings, are to be dedicated to advancing exponentially toward instru-
mental ideals of efficiency, power, and capacity. The value of time for 
these titans of industry lies in the unprecedented and the unlimited. 
Davey’s turntable and dog, by way of contrast, are creatures of reassur-
ance and routine. They follow the same old paths, collecting dust as they 
make their rounds. Their time is the time of return, of the sunrise and 
the solstice. They make no effort to hack their way out. The value of time 
for them lies in the once more, the beauty of which is bound to that of the 
never again.

There is death, or becoming dust, and there is obsolescence, or 
collecting dust. Davey’s work asks us to consider both, and light plays a 
critical role. The raking light in Shure brings out not only the dust on the 
vinyl but also the brand name “SHURE” on the stylus and, below it, the 
cartridge model letters “ERA IV” (the model of the stylus “N97HE” is also 
visible, but is less conspicuous). With another nod to Duchamp, Davey’s 
wordplay warrants further consideration. When the photograph was 
made, the era of the turntable was anything but sure. In 2003, compact 
disc sales were just past their peak, and streaming services (Spotify was 
launched in 2006) were on the horizon. The vinyl record was on the cusp 
of becoming two steps removed from its heyday. The dog has died, I 
imagine, while many a turntable was thrown away.

Scale is crucial to this dream of dust, death, and obsolescence. In 
Shure, the turntable cartridge is several times its normal size, and the 
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paw in Paw is about thirty centimeters wide. The pictures focus on little 
things but thereby blow them up to monstrous size. The magnification 
unsettles the world, making it difficult for us to take it in, to apprehend 
all but small portions: the stylus, the paw, the dust. The rest is falling 
away, drifting into vagueness. As the turntable spins, so do our senses. A 
hair may look like a crack and flecks of light like stars. We cannot say for 
sure who is beholden to whom.

In scale, composition, and theme, Shure and Paw are romantic 
pictures. Artists associated with Romanticism often favored composi-
tions featuring centralized elements enclosed in a vague periphery (think 
of Thomas Bewick’s little wood-engraved vignettes).15 Playing with scale 
was also a Romantic habit. Davey’s photographs put me in mind of John 
Clare’s 1821 sonnet “Winter,” with its “small wind” that “whispers through 
the leafless hedge,” where “the light snowy flakes / rest on each twig and 
spike of wither’d sedge / resembling scatter’d feathers . . .”16 Time’s pas-
sage is seasonal in the pastoral sonnet, but the snowflakes catching on 
the twigs and spikes nonetheless recall for me the dust catching on the 
stylus and claws of Shure and Paw, and the leaves and birds, absent but 
invoked in the poem, seem akin to the withdrawn experiences in the 
photographs. The poem also exhibits kinship in its concern for the blurred 
border of music and noise. In the final lines, Clare brings us indoors to the 
fireplace, where winter has made wood musical in “sap’s frizzling sounds.” 
The stylus makes much the same of dust.

Davey’s work brings the sensitivity that Romanticism bore for the 
beauty of “small winds” and other minor accidents into the interiors of 
another century. We might think of Shure as anticipating the resurgence 
of vinyl in recent years, but more compelling to me is the notion of the 
photograph itself as the afterlife of the turntable. Just as Clare’s dead 
wood makes lively stochastic music we cannot hear but in his words, 
Davey’s old turntable makes crackling sound into silence and silence 
into a search for sound. As we gaze at the picture, we follow the floating 
bits of dust, caught in the raking light, leading us to imagine that the 
motes might be our notes now.
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