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Backwoods and Boulders: 
An introduction, written by Richard 
Baxstrom, Professor of Anthropology 
and the Humanities at the University 
of Edinburgh.*

“…deciphering is utterly impossible when the 
system is arranged with any ingenuity. Those 
who boast that they can decipher a letter, 
without being at all acquainted with the subject 
of which it treats, and without any preliminary 
assistance, are greater charlatans than those 
who boast, if any such are to be found, of 
understanding a language which they never 
learned.” 

Voltaire – Post

The thing about being lost in the woods, 
immersed in a great outdoors that purportedly 
no longer exists, is that one must 
circumnavigate according to principles of return 
and difference. In short, we must be able to 
make meaning from echoes. On the face of it, 
this sounds absurd; what sort of kinship could 
a simple echo have with the complexity of the 
mark, the word; in short, of language and 
meaning. Yet, this is precisely the translation 
that is required if one is to move amongst the 
Sticks and Stones while lacking first-hand 
exposure to those sticks, stones, and other 
objects that materially constitute the work. 

It is an interesting way to move – express 
something and then wait for the delayed, 
deformed response. Perhaps this is enough – 
more than enough. After all, the evidence that I 
have of Lucy Skaer’s Sticks and Stones – what 
it is, how it feels, what it expresses – describes 
a set of materials and a process of 
metamorphosis. From mahogany to ceramic, 
ceramic to marble, marble to aluminum – the 
work clearly moves but claims no explicit origin 
and no intended destination. As a process, it 
sounds like alchemy, if this somewhat 
poetic, somewhat empirical, description can be 
believed. But my object is, in the end, simply 
letters. Letters colliding like Lucretius’s atoms, 
making something completely new out of those 
foundational, primitive traces that we have at 
hand. Marks. Ciphers. Words. Can I 
meaningfully address something I know only via 
such traces? Or am I simply one of those 
greater charlatans that Voltaire viciously 
castigates?

Voltaire seems a bit spiteful to me, favoring the 
immobility of a reason that can only distrust 
sense and disavow the Other. It is an old 
story – as old as Plato at the very least. And yet, 
is it not precisely within the spirit of Sticks and 
Stones to embrace the foreignness of the world 
around us with an equally foreign mode of 
expression that exposes us to the sense of 
things without simply forcing us to travel in 
circles, constantly returning to some phantom 
‘original’? To grasp the sense of something by 
making something else out of it – this 
mobility appeals to someone who is lost, feeling 
one’s way via the originless give-and-take of 
echo-navigation. 

So, we find our way through the backwoods 
and boulders by translating the echoes that 
ricochet amongst us. This is neither a promise 
nor a guarantee that we will reach any particular 
destination – all evidence indicates precisely 
the opposite. Ultimately, then, Skaer operates 
as an artist via a mode of translation that we, 
in turn, must take up in order to move with her 
and with the objects that she creates. Perhaps 
it seems odd or out of order to say that Skaer’s 
method is one of translation, but in my mind this 
is clearly what is taking place. As Benjamin told 
us all those years ago, no translation, linguistic 
or otherwise, can simply expect to land on the 
‘original’ as an outcome; and nothing translated 
can be said to be ‘original’ as the very act of 
translating transforms the previous form from 
which the translation was derived. From 
mahogany to ceramic, ceramic to marble, 
marble to aluminum…

Everything is translatable. Nothing is 
de-cipherable. Sticks and Stones shows this to 
be so. And perhaps I am less a charlatan than I 
feared (ah, but wouldn’t a charlatan say that?).

I have never seen Sticks and Stones. I never 
promised to do so. I can only read the signs and 
listen for the echo of a mahogany log hitting the 
floor of a Belizean forest and begin to move in 
response, as the artist has before me. Sticks 
and Stones, even distant from me, makes this 
movement possible, daring to translate this 
event for me without any claim for origins or 
destinations. Translation is a mode of constant 
becoming, not the promise of an arrival. And a 
log is always more than just a stick by another 
name.

“[A]ny translation which intends to perform a 
transmitting function cannot transmit anything 
but information – hence, something inessential. 
This is a hallmark of bad translations.”

Walter Benjamin, 
The Task of the Translator

* Richard wrote this text without having seen Sticks and Stones 
and without seeing any of the texts written for the event.
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