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How to Touch the Dead
The Ethical Potential of Sound and Image in Gillian Wearing’s “Prelude”

Andrea D. Fitzpatrick

In this essay I will discuss a four-minute digital 
video projection by British artist Gillian Wearing 
entitled Prelude (2000), which is comprised of video 
and audio footage from two “separate” sources: 
the animated image of an alcoholic woman (who 
subsequently died) and the voice of her living twin, 
who narrates the intimate story of the death and 
how it affects her. By coupling a time-based image 
of the dead twin with the voice of the living, Prelude 
effectively creates a dialogue because they appear to 
speak together. However, the momentary illusion of 
synchronization of the living sister’s voice projected 
onto the image of the dead sister ultimately 
dissolves to reveal the separate components of the 
film medium and with it, the emergence of two 
identities, whose distinction remains blurry but 
whose proximity has been challenged by death. 
The voice studies of Mary Ann Doane and Kaja 
Silverman help to situate Wearing’s work as part of 
the continuing legacy of non-synchronous sound 
used by feminist film and video makers to disrupt 
the traditions of dominant cinema. Further, with 
recourse to Drucilla Cornell’s feminist theories of 
representational perspective and to Luce Irigaray’s 
metaphor of speaking-touching, the symmetrical 
dialogism of Prelude will be shown to enact a 
significant ethical relation. 

The Unfolding of the work
When Prelude begins, one sees the lively face of a 
young woman with short, spiky hair and a cigarette 
cocked jauntily behind her ear, who wears a jacket 

with the sleeves turned up and a series of beaded 
necklaces and bracelets. Her entire aura, with a 
slightly crooked nose and puffy circles under her 
eyes, suggests the rough-around-the-edges life of 
the urban street. The woman laughs, looks right into 
the camera lens, addresses someone off screen, tilts 
her head in a slightly dazed stupor, drinks from her 
can of beer and engages the viewer with her range of 
facial expressions that alternate, from one moment 
to the next, from melancholy to introversion, from 
wise-cracking bravado to stillness (Figs. 1–3). She 
conveys a charismatic, devil-may-care attitude that 
suddenly turns to brooding contemplation: she 
exudes at once disdain as well as a wisdom that 
seems beyond her years – causing one to question 
whether or not these shifts in temperament are the 
effects of alcohol.

Prelude is grainy black and white, and its flow 
has been slowed down almost imperceptibly, but 
enough to induce a sluggish quality to the projection 
that mimics the laboured feeling of inebriation 
conveyed by the woman. These elements lend the 
projection not only an archival, historical quality, 
but also a ghostly, dream-like aura because of the 
way they are coupled with the woman’s sporadic 
changes of expression and the jerking movements 
of her head. One senses that something is not 
quite right. Nonetheless, her image is riveting and 
vaguely seductive in presenting such a complex 
personality, with its associated “visual pleasure,” to 
the viewer (although this is not without risks from 
a feminist perspective).1

A plaque posted outside the viewing room 



55EpHEMErAL CInEMA, InVISIBLE MEDIA

FITzpATrICk
informs the viewer that this woman is one of the 
London street drinkers that Wearing befriended 
in the course of her preliminary work for a much 
larger piece entitled Drunk (also a DVD projection, 
but displayed across three screens, involving over 
a dozen subjects and with a running time close 
to thirty minutes).2 According to the plaque, 
Wearing specifically made individual footage 
of this woman because she was drawn to her 
character and fascinated by her “loud, humorous 
and outspoken manner, which was punctuated by 
occasional violent outbursts.”3 The dynamic life of 
this drinker seems too unruly for the quiet of the 
museum setting, but if so, then this unruliness is 
qualified by the work as it unfolds. 

The audio component of a woman’s voice 
soon overtakes the viewer, interrupting the intensity 
of the focus on the face of the unidentified woman 
and telling a story about someone named “Lindsey.” 
At first, it appears that the woman one sees is 
speaking. The disjointed effect of the slowed-down 
footage, where it is difficult to distinguish if the 
trance-like state is the result of the manipulation 
of the medium or the apparent drunkenness of 
the woman, is heightened by the viewer’s sudden 
realization that the movements of the woman’s 
mouth don’t correspond to the words one hears. 
This discordance brings the startling awareness 
that the woman one sees is Lindsey, who is the 
dead twin sister to the narrator one hears telling 
the story of her depressingly premature death in 
squalid circumstances. 

 The story is a recollection of Lindsey’s 
sudden death due to cirrhosis of the liver. Policemen 
came to the speaker’s door to let her know her 
beloved twin had died alone in a flat, which was 
left in a state of utter disarray. In a voice whose 
tenor is low and steady but emphatically pained, 
the speaker recounts how, when trying to elicit an 
emotional response from her mother on the phone 
by screaming, “Lin’s dead! She’s dead! She’s dead!” 
she received little comfort. The mother of the twins 
was apparently unmoved by Lindsey’s death and 
organized a perfunctory “ten-minute” funeral for 
her that was “so cold” that it caused the surviving 
twin even further sadness. The rest of the narration 
describes the journey of grief endured by the living 
twin (whose name one never discovers) since the 
funeral. She describes how doctors have given 

her anti-depressant medications to alleviate her 
bereavement and how friends have encouraged her 
to move away from mourning, yet she states that 
she cannot recover from this loss and further, that 
she will “never, ever” forget her twin and, because 
of the acuteness of the separation, feels as though 
“half ” of her own body has been torn away. 

representational perspective
In Prelude, the central drama revolves around this 
disjunction: the subject one sees is not the same as 
the subject one hears. Yet in many ways, the two 
women appear to be extensions of each other, or at 
least, deeply and emotionally contingent. Despite 
the fact that the subject represented visually is now 
dead and therefore holds only partial complicity 
in her representation,4 I suggest that the voice 
speaking for her does not act to silence the dead 
by enacting representational violence. While other 
art historians have discussed the subversion of 
identities and voices that is a recurrent theme in 
Wearing’s work, her approach has not been explored 
in terms that address the ethical implications that 
arise when the subject of representation is dead, 
from a point of view that also takes into account 
sexual difference.5

Russell Ferguson has noted the similarity of 
Prelude to Wearing’s previous use of the “apparently 
documentary format…in which the protagonists 
lip-synch the words of others,” namely, in the 
video 2 into 1 (1997), which involves the swapped 
perspectives of a mother and her two sons, whose 
personal opinions about each other are as jarring 
as the effect of a little boy’s voice emanating from 
the mouth of a middle-aged woman.6 Michael 
Newman notes that another one of Wearing’s 
works, entitled Confess All on Video (1994), involves 
“lip-synching” as well as “concealment and a sense 
of intimacy,” but emphasizes the traumatic aspects 
of the confessional stories.7 In Confess All on Video, 
a series of adults wear Halloween masks on their 
faces while narrating, in disarmingly candid ways, 
their own painful experiences of humiliation or 
psychological abuse from acquaintances and family 
members and how this has had lasting impact on 
their outlooks. The disparity of the biographic 
specificity coupled with the anonymity in the 
“self-portraits” of Confess All on Video is repeated in 
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Prelude as a form of identity concealment, in which 
one never learns the name or sees the face of the 
living, speaking twin. 

This shifting reality of appearances has been 
noted by Newman to occur specifically within the 
disjuncture between image and sound: “The viewer 
becomes the object of a contradictory address: 
addressed by the mask, and by the voice in Confess 
All…and by the switching between the voices and 
faces of mothers and sons in 2 into 1.”8 In discussing 
Wearing’s related video piece Drunk (1999), which 
was based upon the same series of footage from 
which Lindsey’s image was culled, Newman 
suggests his concern for the work’s proclivity to 
enact representational violence toward the subjects, 
whose evident inebriation veers at times to pathos. 
He addresses the precarious moral position taken 
by Wearing’s recording and projecting images of 
street alcoholics by asking, “Is this not also the 
aestheticization of degradation?”9 Regarding the 
states of near-oblivion that characterize most 
of the subjects in the Drunk video, Newman 
notes how a dialogic dimension between viewer 
and viewed is shut down: “We do not get the 
impression of a two-way exchange. The effect of a 
visual formality—pure, hieratic—new in Wearing’s 
work, is to objectify the drinkers.”10 At one point 
in Drunk, one of the drinkers passes out and in the 
way he lies defenseless, sprawled-out, horizontal, 
vulnerable and eventually (after a stream of urine 
discolours his trousers), immobile, he begins to 
resemble a corpse, exposed to but unaware of 
the fascinated/horrified looks of the viewer and 
the eye of the camera that consume the image 
of his lifeless figure. Despite his evident concern 
for representational perspective in his reading of 
Drunk, Newman never names this problem as an 
ethical one, nor, in his discussion of Prelude, does he 
extend his inquiry into representational mastery to 
the effects of the sound-track. This is an oversight, 
if one takes into consideration the findings of film 
theorists Kaja Silverman and Mary Anne Doane, 
who point to the neglect of film sound as an object 
of investigation through the overarching cultural 
predominance of the “visual over the audible,”11 
which implies the gendered imbalance involved in 
“scopophilia.”12 

In this regard, the way Russell Ferguson 
interprets Prelude, where he reads the charisma 

of Lindsey’s image as a “powerful presence” into 
which the “sad, downtrodden voice we hear” of 
the “anonymous sister is in a way sublimated,” 
suggests a similar attention to the visual by his 
ascription of more agency to the dead woman’s 
image than to the living woman’s voice.13 This 
reading reflects the ongoing postmodern interest 
in the power relations implicated by visuality, an 
example of which is bell hooks’s proposal that 
there are ways of looking asserted by black women 
in cinema that confirm female identity so that 
domineering or objectifying forms of spectatorship 
are challenged.14 Nonetheless, the effects of both 
Newman’s and Ferguson’s readings, echoing the 
legacy of emphasis on the visual over the audible, 
would be to neglect the implications of agency 
inherent in the living sister’s voice to potentially 
overpower and distort a view of the dead in a type 
of auditory mastery. The ethical dimension inherent 
in Wearing’s disjuncture between the voice and 
the image in Prelude is therefore worthy of careful 
consideration. 

When thought of in terms of the dead, 
the clearest statement of how representational 
perspective becomes an ethical issue is Drucilla 
Cornell’s proposal for a feminist theory of 
representation that emphasizes “the right to lay 
claim to your own person.”15 It is Cornell’s specific 
call to understanding representational perspective 
as an ethical problem that becomes a productive way 
to approach the dead, because it emphasizes how 
agency is implicated in the ability to claim and to 
project identity from the first-person perspective, 
something the dead cannot do. Cornell’s work also 
addresses some of the criticism that has befallen 
identity politics and cultural studies (i.e. that 
identity should not be conceived as unchanging 
or self-actualizing) by taking into account the 
gendered perspective from which speech is spoken 

Figure 1
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and stories are told, without, however, reverting 
to an uncritical notion of pre-linguistic, unified 
selfhood that would ignore the contributions 
of Lacanian psychoanalysis.16 In Beyond 
Accommodation (1991/1999), Cornell advances an 
ethics of representation that acknowledges the 
usefulness of Lacan’s theorization of gender while 
maintaining a resistance to the ways in which its 
rigid hierarchy is exclusionary to women. The lack 
of visibility and audibility of the feminine (and 
the abhorrence through which the maternal is 
positioned) is identified by Cornell within Lacan’s 
work as a type of identity erasure that is in need 
of an ethical relation. A driving concern for (and 
a belief in) the subject’s ability to self-represent is 
expressed by Cornell as follows: “that the condition 
in which the suffering of all women can be ‘seen’ 
and ‘heard,’ in all of our difference, is that in which 
the tyranny of established reality is disrupted.”17 
The ability to be seen and to be heard are tenets of 
representation as well as dimensions of agency that, 
Cornell stresses, should be continually affirmed.18 
Cornell’s emphasis on the visibility and the 
audibility of women is significant in keeping both 
dimensions of intersubjective agency in balanced 
perspective and is pertinent when interpreting 
artworks involving image and sound in a way that 
can take into account the potential vulnerability of 
all parties involved, including the dead. Cornell’s 
theory is useful for feminist art history and 
film theory because her notion of the aesthetic 
interrogates the parameters of representational 
perspective by way of accountability, made 
evident in her question: “what are the conditions 
of representability; who represents whom to whom, 
when; and what relations of representation are 
possible?”19 Keeping in mind that the dead are not 
in the position to refuse or reconfigure what is said 
about them, my concern is with the implications of 
speaking for or of the dead, and whether or not this 
puts words into their mouths. Representations of 
the dead should therefore be seen as arising from 
perspectives not necessarily compatible with what 
they would have chosen while living or, worse, that 
cause grave distortions or effacements in ways that 
are gender-specific. 

Wearing’s gesture is an ethical act of stepping 
back to offer the scene of representation more fully 
to her subjects, the twin sisters, so that in Prelude, 

unlike in Drunk, she does not magnify the potential 
of the video medium to visually master the subjects 
by reifying their vulnerability. Wearing does not 
act as Lindsey’s voice, but offers that role to the 
bereaved twin sister, so that she may speak about 
Lindsey in a way that qualifies certain assumptions 
the viewer may bring to the image viewed without 
the narrative component. The fact that the living 
twin’s story presumes neither disinterest nor 
objectivity also situates Prelude within a tradition 
of feminist documentary practices that, as E. Ann 
Kaplan has argued, are characterized by their 
critiques of claims made regarding film’s ability 
to convey realism, as well as their interrogation 
of the “author function,” pace Roland Barthes.20 
Wearing demonstrates awareness that the 
narrative perspective she holds may take part in 
representational mastery if she assumes a distanced 
or neutral stance by presenting a sister’s story told 
from a perspective that makes evident the speaker’s 
personal investments in relation to the dead subject. 
Although Lindsey cannot, after Cornell’s call to 
an ethics of representation, “lay claim to her own 
person,” her twin sister takes on this responsibility 
in a manner that expresses an ethical aspiration 
that, as defined by Cornell in The Philosophy of 
the Limit (1992), “assumes responsibility to guard 
the Other against the appropriation that would 
deny her difference and singularity.”21 Prelude is 
significant in its representation of the dead because 
Wearing, despite her formal role as artist, offers 
both the look and the voice to her subjects. The 
relationship enacted here is ehtical, after Cornell’s 
definition (1992), because the speaker acts in a 
non-violent way to guard the remains of the dead 
and this speaking is an act of mourning inscribed 
with care. The non-violent proximity expressed by 
the speaking twin fosters for the viewer a more 
dimensional understanding of Lindsey’s identity.

The Break from Synchronous Sound
In Prelude, there is a seemingly-impossible dialogism 
created by the deployment of non-synchronous 
sound, which will be explored for its feminist 
disruption of the voice as used in the dominant 
cinema. The dialogism also initially appears 
tenuous because it is created between the living the 
dead and because it involves two subjects, one who 
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to disembody the female voice from its location 
within a specific body and by granting the 
disembodied, authorial, voiceover position to a 
female. As if to acknowledge the gendered legacy 
of disempowerment experienced by women in 
dominant cinema as primarily passive objects 
of the male gaze rather than active bearers of 
the “voyeuristic-scopophilic look,” Wearing 
undermines the viewer’s unqualified access to 
Lindsey as only an image or as simply unadulterated 
visual pleasure.32 The disconcerting voiceover from 
the grieving sister’s point of view startles and 
redirects the viewer’s look, resisting the identity 
distortion and abjection that a silent, unqualified 
image of Lindsey might otherwise entail. This 
also offers some biographic specificity to offset 
the simplistic “to-be-looked-at-ness” identified 
by Mulvey as a quality that plagues the female in 
dominant cinema.33 

Following Doane’s observation that there 
“is always something uncanny about a voice 
which emanates from a source outside the frame,” 
the pained, haunting quality of the voiceover in 
Prelude serves to exploit the “marginal anxiety” 
connected to it, as if in pointed recognition that 
Lindsey’s death undermines access to her voice.34 
By acknowledging and addressing the various 
asymmetries of the relationship, Wearing sets 
a precondition for an ethical relation to ensue. 
Wearing’s use of the sister’s voice draws together 
the presence(s) and absence(s) that comprise the 
balancing act of the work: Lindsey’s presence as a 
flickering spectre on the wall counters her absence 
from the physical world and opens the viewer to 
the living twin’s simultaneous presence and absence 
as disembodied voice. 

Despite the fact that through the imposition 
of voice onto image the living twin’s identity 
appears narcissistically projected onto the other, 
Wearing’s project does not reduce the other to 
the same or ignore the non-negotiable material 
absence of the dead. Considered through Jean-
Luc Nancy’s notion of voice, one can begin to 
understand how Lindsey’s apparent monologism 
is actually intersubjective. For Nancy, the voice 
desires contact with the other (without, in 
advance, presuming the presence of the other), as 
a projection into the void, searching for an echo 
of its own being from the other.35 There is a sense 

of incompleteness in Nancy’s characterization of 
the voice that helps one understand the searching 
quality of the living twin’s speaking. Nancy appeals 
to the voice as a vibration of a solo heart, beating 
for the presence and confirmation that comes from 
the other: “It is like a dialectical movement that 
cannot achieve fulfillment, and that would remain a 
palpitation.”36 Nancy’s projective voice is conceived 
as emanating from a solitary, “abandoned” self, 
desirous and searching for the (as yet absent) other 
and therefore, pertinent in interpreting Wearing’s 
projection of the voice as a means to confront and 
counter the void created by Lindsey’s death. The 
inaccessibility of the dead is respected in two ways 
that, while apparently emphasizing the loss of the 
dead, also seem to overcome it by putting the living 
twin in contact (however tenuous) with the dead: 
once in the phantasmic “presence” offered by the 
video image and a second time in the projected 
voice of the living twin, searching for an echo of her 
own being in the image but remaining unfulfilled 
because of the actuality of Lindsey’s death. The 
voice of the living twin and the image of the dead 
twin “confront” each other through the resonance 
of the voice that opens the desirous self, which is 
insufficient in solitude, onto the world.37 In the 
living twin’s story, Lindsey is claimed as an integral 
part of herself but also, in her grief, acknowledged 
as irrevocably inaccessible in her death.

when Two Sisters Speak Together
The ethical significance of Wearing’s gesture in 
Prelude revolves around the way sound meets 
with image, bringing into contact two identities, 
one living and the other dead (whose distinctness 
from each other is initially unclear, then becomes 
clarified only to become blurred once again). 
This relationship is especially fragile due to the 
asymmetrical distribution of agency implicit in a 
posthumous representation. In Wearing’s joining 
of the aural and the visual, in addition to the 
critical, feminist exposure of the heterogeneity 
of the video medium’s elements, she also engages 
these elements into their own, balanced dialogue. 
The dialogism involved in this encounter could 
be read through Luce Irigaray’s feminist ethics of 
intersubjectivity, a proposal for “speaking-among-
women,” in order to comprehend how a living 
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is seen but not heard and another who is heard but 
not seen. In Prelude, Wearing’s disjunction between 
the woman one sees (“the subject of speech”) and the 
woman one hears (“the speaking subject”) is most 
compelling not only for the initial disorientation 
it causes, but also for the way it breaks from 
dominant cinema’s editing tradition of hiding the 
manipulation behind the medium.22 In so doing, 
Wearing critically exposes what Mary Ann Doane 
calls the “material heterogeneity of the medium,” 
which she identifies as the various, sensory 
elements that comprise the dominant cinema in 
such a way as to achieve a seamless unity.23 This 
effect of bringing the heterogeneous elements of 
film together so that attention is drawn away from 
each separate entity is described by Silverman as 
“suture” and characterized as holding ideological 
implications.24 This presumption of unity, Doane 
shows, is analogous to the conception of the body 
as morphologically unified, which presumes the 
voice to be firmly anchored in it and emanating 
from it.25 But the filmic medium is also seen to be a 
“phantasmic body” whose “senses work in tandem” 
and therefore, “acts as a pivot for certain cinematic 
practices of representation and authorizes and 
sustains a limited number of relationships between 
voice and image.”26 Synchronization of the sound 
with the image is the primary technical means of 
achieving this “phantasmic unity” of the various 
“bodies” conveyed by the film, and these unities are 
unhinged by Wearing, who challenges the tenet 
that “the voice is not detachable from a body.”27 
The break with synchronous sound (particularly 
dialogue) has been a device commonly used by 
feminist film-makers and videographers, and as 
Silverman, Doane and video historian Christine 
Tamblyn point out, by “abandoning any pretenses 
of objectivity,” certain documentary practices 
demonstrate a critical awareness of the non-
transparency of the medium.28 These theorists 
show that these relationships are amenable to 
intervention and therefore, because Wearing’s 
disruptive gesture is one of editing, her work could 
be seen as interrogating the apparent morphological 
unity of the film “body.” By granting the living 
twin the “authorial prerogative” of the narrative 
voice, Wearing acknowledges the delicacy of a 
representational perspective that arises in relation 
to dead subjects, and, rather than putting words 

into either sister’s mouth, she steps back to let a 
sister surrogate of intense proximity speak of the 
dead. 

Doane has described two predominant 
types of voice that are deployed in cinema, namely 
the “voice-off,” which comes from an off-screen 
character whose presence is still presumed to co-
exist within the space and time of the diegesis and the 
“voiceover,” which is “disembodied” and generally 
of male “authority” whose presence is removed 
from the spatio-temporal realm represented by 
the image. As both Doane and Silverman point 
out, the voiceover is most familiar as the male 
commentator in the history of documentary as 
well as in film noir or B-grade police thrillers, and 
it is one of the few instances where the voice is 
detached from the body, an effect, according to 
Silverman, “that works to align the male subject 
with potency, authoritative knowledge, and the 
law – in short, with the symbolic father.”29 The 
voiceover authority is extended even further due 
to its capacity for collusion with “the surveillance 
system” that functions at the visual and at the 
auditory registers, over those (specifically female) 
lesser mortals who must remain embodied, more 
visible and therefore, easier to master in this scopic 
economy.30 According to Silverman, that “the 
male subject finds his most ideal realization when 
he is heard but not seen,” finds a corollary in the 
female presence in cinema as most often seen but 
not heard – not only is her “subjectivity” anchored 
within a body but, more precisely, presented as a 
body, a trope so prevalent that “to disembody the 
female voice in this way would be to challenge every 
conception by means of which we have previously 
known woman within Hollywood film.”31 

In light of this dominant cinematic tradition, 
Wearing’s gesture offers a feminist subversion 
in two ways: by exploiting asynchronous sound 

Figure 2
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be based on relations of closeness, proximity and 
intimacy that reconfigure conventional notions 
of reciprocity and respect.”43 In her reading of 
Irigaray’s positioning of the two syntaxes (the 
feminine and the masculine) as contiguous rather 
than hierarchical, Fuss observes that, “Like the 
‘two lips,’ they ‘touch upon’ but never wholly absorb 
each other,”44 opening up the possibility that one 
can conceptualize an ethical relationship between 
parties that entail other forms of embodied 
difference such as the living and the dead. 

Touch, for Irigaray, is a more powerful means 
than vision for apprehending sexual difference in 
a benign rather than domineering way. Vision for 
Irigaray still retains negative associations with the 
transcendence of the Cartesian cogito, which is 
capable of perceiving the other only in disembodied 
ways.45 Irigaray suggests a convergence of 
discursive, visual and tactile avenues through which 
women can make contact with each other, through 
the confluence of many senses.46 Irigaray’s carnal 
speaking seeks dialogue with difference, rather than 
a masculinist monologue, and by circumventing the 
erasure of the feminine within the Lacanian order, 
holds implicit possibilities for communication 
with other figures of radical, material absence, 
such as the dead. With Irigaray’s question, “How 
can I touch you if you’re not there?” one might also 
inquire as to how to approach the dead, whose 
subjectivity is similarly “marked” by a form of 
absence.47 When one party in the artist-subject 
relationship is dead, and therefore vulnerable to 
domination or neglect, Irigaray’s proposal for 
dialogue through this speaking-touching suggests 
means of surmounting the unequal division of 
sensory conduits for agency.48 

There is an apparent, symmetrical 
confrontation between Lindsey’s image and her 
bereaved twin’s voice, offering the viewer a dialogic 

surrogate speaking for the dead could achieve a non-
dominating relationship with her.38 Also described 
by Irigaray as “parler femme,” this metaphor, which 
can be considered a phenomenology of contact, 
suggests the recognition of sexual difference 
through the body in a way that takes recourse 
to touch as a manner of speech. In “When Our 
Lips Speak Together,” called by Diana Fuss, “that 
lyrical love letter,”39 Irigaray proposes a model of 
a female-specific discourse of mutuality between 
two women (which should not be considered a 
proposal for identity among women), based on the 
symmetry of the two female labial lips (which also 
double as the facial, speaking lips) which touch one 
another, side by side or face to face, in a relation 
of proximity rather than through distance and 
in symmetry rather than through domination 
or hierarchy: “Between our lips, yours and mine, 
several voices, several ways of speaking resound 
endlessly, back and forth…And how could one 
dominate the other?”40 Irigaray’s proposal of the 
two female lips that speak together puts one in an 
advantageous position to approach Prelude as an 
instance of non-violent contact between two sisters, 
a form of speaking-touching between two women. 
Mutuality and dialogue can therefore be viewed as 
forms of touch that offer alternatives to overcome 
the “absence” of the female other, allowing one to 
conceive of the dialogues that could be possible to 
overcome the conditions of death that make literal 
conceptions of touch an impossibility. 

The potential for proximity while respecting 
the sexual difference of the other, on one hand 
asserts Irigaray’s criticism of domination within 
hierarchical, subject-other relationships and on the 
other hand, as Cornell suggests, involves a “dream 
of love” that is modeled upon a symmetrical 
“communion” and has a strongly ethical component 
to it.41 As Elizabeth Grosz points out, like Irigaray’s 
model of the hands pressed together in prayer, the 
touching of the labial lips offers the phenomenology 
of a symmetrical, embodied relationship: “This 
other kind of touching, Irigaray suggests, cannot 
presume dominance of one or the other hand, for 
it is a mutual and reciprocal touching.”42 Irigaray’s 
outlook has been noted by Judith Butler as follows: 
“In Irigaray’s most systematic reading of the 
history of ethical philosophy, Éthique de la difference 
sexuelle, she argues that ethical relations ought to 

Figure 3
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engagement between identities, so that the 
differences that distinguish the two subjects in the 
representation (one woman is apparently all image 
and no voice, while the other woman is all voice 
and no image) are positioned in a complimentary 
way that confuses the embodied absence/presence 
asymmetry which exists between the two sisters. 
Despite Wearing’s having structured the piece as 
a binary confrontation between the visual and the 
vocal. Irigaray’s model allows one to interpret the 
structure of Prelude as a meeting between twin 
sisters whose lips appear to speak together (where 
identity and difference briefly converge but in the 
end, slip apart), offering a way of understanding 
the ethical contact as a type of imbrication that 
could be forged between living and dead in 
representations. 

It is precisely through “jettisoning 
synchronization” in Wearing’s Prelude that the 
subversion of dominant cinema’s tendency to 
confine the voice within the female body occurs.49 

Irigaray’s views not only allow one to better conceive 
of how Wearing’s deployment of the living sister’s 
disembodied voice becomes an ethical means 
of touching the dead, but also of how the voice 
balances the potentially exploitative specularity of 
Lindsey’s image, a tendency found in the legacy of 
dominant cinema traditions, in which the woman’s 
voice is silenced within a body that is given entirely 

to be seen but not heard. While Lindsey’s image 
faces the viewer, the mournful sound of her sister’s 
voice surrounds the viewer from an indeterminate 
location and suggests a multi-layered means for the 
female voice to become disembodied and projected 
as a touch. 

Conclusion
Acting as a dialogic mediator, Gillian Wearing 
structures the image and the voice in Prelude in a 
way that permits the identity of a woman silenced 
by death to resonate through a sisterly perspective. 
The “disembodied voice” of one sister heightens 
the visibility of the dead by allowing a means 
for their shared story to be understood and, by 
bridging a temporal gap, also touches Lindsey with 
this loving deployment of words. The break from 
synchronization, however, does not further silence 
Lindsey, but qualifies her identity, the contingency 
upon which the living, grieving twin’s identity still 
revolves. Wearing, I propose, ethically represents 
Lindsey, the dead woman, by offering the agency 
associated with the vocal platform to her twin 
sister, who speaks for the dead – recognizing the 
inability of Lindsey to speak from a first-person 
present perspective and, by addressing her image 
with this form of projective contact, also speaks 
with her, dialogically, despite her apparent silence.
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