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Susan Meiselas, “Family members wear the photographs of Peshmerga martyrs, Saiwan 
Hill cemetery,” Northern Iraq, December 1991, from the series Kurdistan, Courtesy of 
the artist.
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[ 241 ]

Lorie Novak’s photo-based works focus on the ways in which doc-
umentary photographic practice connects public life to private 
memory. By means of a recurring number of her own as well as 

other people’s personal and family photographs and an extensive collection 
of public media images, Novak prints, montages, projects, pairs, and parses 
many of the relationships between the public and the private. It’s a given 
that our inner demons and desires influence what we see and make of 
the external world, but Novak’s inquiry extends attention to how (and if)  
images get “in” from the “outside” in the first place. The work poses vital 
concerns for a visual politics that is focused on media archives of atrocity: Is 
there a threshold to provocation? How little is too little, and how much is 
too much? When will we viewers close, and when will we open, our eyes? 
Is it necessary to have a buffer? What serves as a buffer? When it serves, 
what do we allow ourselves to notice? What happens when the buffer stops 
working? The questions are universal. The concrete propositions Novak 
explores are individual and exemplary; no other person’s answer will be 
the same as hers. But taken altogether, her multifaceted examination of the 
process of instillation—how images get in—makes visible critical aspects of 
the temporality of looking. What might be inferred from them for a feminist 
politics of recovery is the subject of this essay.

In 1999 when NATO started bombing Serbia, Novak began collecting 
the front sections of the New York Times, an international publication that is 

CHAPTER XIII

Instilling Interference

Lorie Novak’s Frequencies in Traumatic Time

LAURA WEXLER
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Figure 13.1 Lorie Novak, Medicated, 2011, Color Ink Jet Photograph, 40 × 24.4”.
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I N S T I L L I N G  I N T E R F E R E N C E  [  2 4 3  ]

also her hometown paper. She planned to measure, in the periodical time 
of a newspaper, the duration of hostilities.1 Eventually, a considerable pile 
of newspapers came to occupy the center of Novak’s studio. “My original 
idea,” she wrote in 2012 “was to have a stack of newspapers that signified 
a war that I would photograph.” But though the war officially ceased, the 
fighting did not end, so neither did Novak’s collecting. “When the cease-fire 
was signed it did not seem like a true resolution had been reached, so I kept 
collecting. The World Trade Center was attacked, and I kept collecting, and 
I have not stopped.”2 Novak’s premonition in 1999 that something needed 
to be tracked was correct. The expectation of an end date was not.

The surface of the pile took on the ruffled semblance of feathers or fallen 
leaves, a reference to the natural world from which the paper came. On parts 
of the outside layer, photographs were legible. A viewer could grasp that the 
Times made an enormous effort every day to use pictures to show its readers 
what is going on in the world. The pile was also—unexpectedly—rounded 
and molded like a haystack. Did the haystack suggest that something of 
significance could be found within, like the proverbial needle  .  .  . or was 

Figure 13.2 Lorie Novak, April 1, 1999–September 7, 2011, Color Ink Jet photograph,  
30 × 45”.
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[  2 4 4  ]  I N T E R F E R I N G  I M AG E S

that too simpleminded an idea? What might be the future harvest of the 
violence that was being sown? As the newspapers multiplied, Novak refused 
to aggrandize either the pile or the kinds of questions that it might imply. 
The eventual accumulation was not as big as one might imagine, consider-
ing that the duration it represented was so long. Growing in her studio, the 
pile of papers also showed a surprising scale: wider, but not taller, than a 
person. Novak’s record of this consequential historical period is so power-
ful an intervention because she turned the archive physically against the 
monumental mythmaking of demagoguery. The papers remained individual 
things, objects with a texture to encounter and hold in the hand. They eas-
ily occupied the intimate space of her studio even though the events they 
portrayed were singly and cumulatively formidable. As large geopolitical 
forces buckled and surged, and the New York Times documented the wreck-
age in lower Manhattan and in Virginia, Novak continued to add to her 
private pile. A ritual practice, it counter-posed quiet and steady regularity 
to the eruptions of the news. This foundational insistence on a personal 
reconstruction of photographic time by slow periodic accumulation that 
remained at a personal scale was the initial feminist thrust of the project.

For a while after 9/11, photojournalists in the New York Times also showed 
people trying to use photography as a route to personal reconstruction, the 
public shattering having already taken on a ghastly political materiality. Dur-
ing that time, thousands of people interleaved family photographs with the 
mediated events in “wanted” posters that were public acts of reclamation.  
These were images of horror, too, but not in the way of the news. Whereas 
journalism pictured atrocity, these photographic tributes labored to inter-
rupt the nightmare images of the last moments of a loved one’s life and 
insert more acceptable visions, taken from the personal archives of family 
and friends. In so doing, they claimed public space and attended to the 
dignity of that need. Poignant handwritten messages marked the passage of 
grief as ordinary snapshots turned in retrospect into mourning pictures—
the transformation using yet another kind of recursive photographic time. 
Some writers even came back again and again, relieved to find these fragile 
papers still in place, to leave layer upon layer of comment. Rather than 
avoiding photographs, these mourners wrote upon images that they very 
much hoped to see of loved ones they had lost. For almost a year after  
September 11, Novak photographed the missing posters displayed around 
the city. This work is an inquiry into a different kind of repetition, a lapidary 
rather than a ritual return to pain. It addresses much debated assumptions 
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I N S T I L L I N G  I N T E R F E R E N C E  [  2 4 5  ]

about visual empathy and the ways that images of suffering accumulate 
their emotional weight.3 Once again, although the archive numbered in 
the thousands of items and existed in public, its poignancy derives from its 
elemental individuality, its human scale, and its associations with the domes-
tic, here the art of scrapbooking.

After a long while, Novak also began to interrogate what was under the 
surface of the pile by reaching in and pulling issues out. Contemplating 
them took yet more time. In 2011, over a decade after she began to collect 
the papers, Photographic Interference emerged. For this project Novak made 
and exhibited a set of large-scale photographs that joined images of her 
own eyes and hands with images of tragic events that she found when she 
pulled out the papers. In Photographic Interference, Novak sutured public and 
private images together, some taken from the pile and some from a per-
sonal archive of images she had been photographing from the newspapers 
over the years and grabbing from the internet. That the personal is political  
and the political personal, an axiom of feminism, was already more than 
clear. The intensity of the joining represents both the amplification and the 
dissolution of meaning—of making sense—that Novak and so many others 

Figure 13.3 Lorie Novak, Grand Central Station, October, 2002.
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[  2 4 6  ]  I N T E R F E R I N G  I M AG E S

experienced as the time of the pile of papers grew. Yet by the time of this 
project, ten years after 9/11, a terrible kind of cultural paralysis had set in. 
Despite the best efforts of the Times photojournalists among so many others, 
public opposition to the malign consequences of perpetual war was barely 
evident. In Photographic Interference, Novak drew on her earlier engagements 
with the pile and the posters to inquire more deeply into the reasons why.

What is “interference”? The answer depends on one’s perspective in ask-
ing the question. According to Merriam-Webster, if you are thinking of phys-
ics, interference is “the mutual effect on meeting of two wave trains (as of 
light or sound) that constitutes alternating areas of increased and decreased 
amplitude (such as light and dark lines or louder and softer sound).”4 If you 
are an athlete, interference may be “the legal blocking of an opponent in 
football to make way for the ball carrier” and simultaneously “the illegal 
hindering of an opponent in sports.”5 Geneticists encounter “interference” 
as “partial or complete inhibition or sometimes facilitation of other genetic 
crossovers in the vicinity of a chromosomal locus where a preceding cross-
over has occurred.”6 Astronomers experience “confusion of a received radio 
signal due to the presence of noise (such as atmospherics) or signals from 
two or more transmitters on a single frequency.”7 Neurologists refer to a 

Figure 13.4 Lorie Novak, Bodies, 2012, Color Ink Jet Photograph, 20 × 30”.
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I N S T I L L I N G  I N T E R F E R E N C E  [  2 4 7  ]

debilitating competition between “cognition and locomotor tasks” as inter-
ference. Everyone is familiar with “interference” as “the disturbing effect 
of new learning on the performance of previously learned behavior with 
which it is inconsistent.”8

Novak’s haystack shaped pile eventually came to embody every one 
of these meanings. It was clearly a physical obstruction in the middle of 
the studio. But the pile conveyed images of physical waves as well: light 
and dark moire patterns created by and vibrating in the columns of type; 
rhythms over time of colors of the ink in the photographs above the fold; 
and sounds silenced in photography but implied, rising and falling, some-
times obscured by static, of the screams and cries portrayed in the photo-
graphs themselves. As the days of war became months and the months years, 
it challenged the salience of rules and laws, be they in sport or war. And 
monstrous forms emerged.

It is very difficult to pay sustained attention in the contemporary media 
environment. Attention is a commodity and images of violence circulate 
very rapidly. Our understanding lags behind the constant pulses of new 
stimulation. When our attention is captured, we often do not fully register 
the pain of what we see. Photographic Interference foregrounds this dynamic 
both thematically and visually. An elegantly designed blister pack for pain-
killers lies on top of a page of newsprint. Each burst bubble is a portal to 
more suffering—in a visible face; in legible words such as “soldiers,” “killed,” 
“revolt.” Compared to the pile of newspapers, which seems diminished from 
what one imagines given the scope of the archive of brutality, the scale 
of these photographic insertions is huge. Perhaps their size references the 
internalized enormity of trauma. Do the painkillers enable or disengage the 
look? Are they signs of what it takes to function in the news cycle or what 
it takes to stop? I believe that Novak, who suffers from migraines, another 
subject of her work, here signals yet another meaning of “interference.”9  
It is again a neurological one, in which an overly stimulated pulsing of neu-
rons is said to create a rapidly progressing syndrome of extra-sensitivity to 
pain in particularly susceptible persons. But none of us ever looks without 
our analgesic filters.

In 2012, at the invitation of the online journal e-misferica, Novak also 
launched Random Interference (www.nyu.edu/projects/novak/randominter-
ference/), an ongoing web project that was inspired by the still version.10 
The web-based Random Interference animated the conjoined cohabiting frag-
ments of Novak’s earlier Photographic Interference project along with images 
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Figure 13.5 Lorie Novak, Look/Not/Look, 2011, Color Ink Jet Photograph, 40 × 28.4”.
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I N S T I L L I N G  I N T E R F E R E N C E  [  2 4 9  ]

from online and print news sources so that the dimension of time is also 
conveyed by continual change. In Photographic Interference, Novak had delib-
erately made the sutures, but in Random Interference, the images are con-
stantly conjoined and remixed by a randomizing script. Still using found and 
premeditated images, the time-based medium allowed her to allude to an 
image of conjunction without freezing a moment in time. The algorithmi-
cally varied iterations expand even further upon the vocabulary of violent 
juxtaposition she has long employed to illuminate disruptive disturbance—
but in the Random Interference installation everything is looping, turning, and 
nothing is at peace. It is agonistic time, and it cannot be scripted.

The papers are sometimes shown in close-up. With indeterminate rota-
tion, the single rounded haystack appears and disappears. As Random Intef-
erence has evolved with new images added by Novak, the haystack has 
disappeared, and the viewer is confronted with closer views of the often 
horrifying images of current events. In one viewing, Novak’s eyes pen-
etrate two pictures of fleeing persons. The depth of perspicacity inferred 
is uncanny and a little frightening. In another, the viewer comes face to 
face with precisely squared-off layers, like the case files of a government 
archive. Remarkably, the texts near the fold of those orderly papers are leg-
ible. Repeatedly they announce terrible acts of destruction. The one view 
we never escape is that of the papers themselves, which fade into and out 
of everything we can see. The images yield random encounters, of varying 
weight, but there is also no outside to the loop.

The project claims further ground by joining images of the newspaper 
collection to a headline banner proclaiming that someone “plans to send 
troops to Sudan” and then to a photograph of a weeping woman, her eyes 
blinded by tears. The woman, in agony, is pulling down a brightly colored 
head cloth that someone else’s hand is trying to lift up to expose her face to 
the camera. Later, a self-portrait of Novak covering her eyes with her hands 
bursts into its own negative frame, as if reflecting an atomic explosion, or 
at least how we have come to imagine such an explosion. Looking is pain. 
Seeing is danger. Being seen seeing is also a crisis. The eyes want something 
behind which to hide, like the tears of the weeping woman in the previous 
image. But Novak, unlike that woman, can block her eyes. Her hands are in 
her own control, and they work like the shutter of her camera.

How did this violation come to be possible? Ought we to be surprised? 
Do viewers even spend enough time with the photograph to see in it the 
third, violating, hand?
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Even when we succeed in paying attention, do we watch the photographs, 
to use Ariella Azoulay’s term of art, a moral compass that would allow layers 
of meaning to resolve, or do we merely look?11 In Photographic Interference, 
images of destruction were held in the hand and looked at over a period 
of time. But in Random Interference, no such accumulation of contemplative 
time prevails. By the rules of the presentation itself, one disaster follows the 
next and the timing of looking is not in one’s own control. Fathers hold up 
images of murdered children, ripping the domestic from its phantom shell in 
a grim mockery of the presumption of civilian safety. A man holds his hands 
in horror to his mouth. Novak holds hers to her eyes. Beyond the United 

Figure 13.6 Screen Grabs from randominterference.net, 2012ongoing 
(https://www.nyu.edu/projects/novak/randominterference/).
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States, the array of images of violence is also unrelenting: El Heraldo de 
Mexico, for example, shows a barbaric attack in Iraq. And Novak’s migraines 
continue, as the web delivers a physical as well as psychical assault. Primary 
again in this electronic circulation is the notion of interference—here to be 
parsed as the physical pulses of the internet itself, the digital bare life of 1s 
and 0s rather than the “content” that the medium conveys. Throughout all 
of this body of work, from the pile to the towers, there is the suggestion that 
periodicity—journalism, or vibration, or the creation of a pulse—is the line 
along which photographic meaning is instilled.

In the thirteenth year of collecting, Novak was invited to exhibit the proj-
ect in a shipping container at Photoville in Brooklyn, New York.12 Novak 
dismantled the pile from its physical place in her studio and transported it 

Figure 13.7 Lorie Novak, Random Interference, installation 
with projection, Photoville, Brooklyn, NY, 2012.
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to a different place and a more analytical form of looking. When the news-
papers returned to her studio, she began sorting the newspapers according 
to the content of the central photograph on the front page of the Times. 
Above the Fold, her most current and ongoing part of the project, continues 
the inquiry about pattern and repetition into the realm of statistics—how 
many of what kind of images of violence did the New York Times present 
in the space on page one that may or may not accompany the prime news 
story and is visible when the folded paper is stacked or displayed on a rack? 
After a tedious process of taking apart the original pile and sorting all the 
papers into smaller groups, she settled upon thirty-three categories.13 But 
it bears remarking that in so doing, she also reconfigured the original pile 
itself into a new series of stacks, like the towers of lower Manhattan now 
rebuilt. It turns out that Novak had kept the images of 9/11 in a separate 
box; they were never in the original pile, now potentially reframed as a 
heap of rubble as much as a haystack. After a very long interval of shock 
and grief, the 9/11 images are back and distributed in the piles: Terrorism, 
Grieving, War & Conflict, Photos of Photos, and more.

Figure 13.8 View of Above The Fold in Novak’s studio, July 2018.
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In her recently published book, Listening to Images, Tina Campt has pro-
posed a theory of frequencies—waves of sound—as a haptic dimension of 
the photographic visual image. Building on and departing from the work of 
Paul Gilroy on musical “transfiguration,”14 and on Fred Moten’s question, 
“what is the sound that precedes the image,”15 Campt refers to the follow-
ing definitions:

Frequency: In acoustics the number of complete vibrations or cycles occur-
ring per unit of time in a vibrating system such as a column of air. Fre-
quency is the primary determinant of the listener’s perception of pitch. 
(Harvard Dictionary of Music Online).

Audible Frequency: A periodic vibration whose frequency is audible to 
the average human. The generally accepted standard range of audible 
frequencies is 20 to 20,000 Hz. Frequencies below 20 Hz are generally 
felt rather than heard, assuming the amplitude of the vibration is great 
enough.16

Campt writes of a “haptic mode of engaging the sonic frequencies of 
photographs.” For her, they are available to the body, “at the haptic fre-
quency of vibration, like the vibrato of a hum felt more in the throat than 
in the ear.”17 For Novak too, frequency is a sensible thing, a repeated pace 
of images that return. Her engagement with frequency occurs in what 
feminists have long understood as “woman’s time,” enmeshed with domes-
tic ritual, repetition, transformation, and bricolage.18 That is to say, like the 
sound of which Campt writes, it manifests in modalities and temporali-
ties that precede the images. It is available to the body—to the eyes as an 
organ, the often painful way that light rays eventually get “in”; and it is also 
orchestrated by the hands that sort or program. Ultimately not focused on 
the isolation, particularization, and amplification of any particular image, or 
set of images, Novak works instead to juxtapose these frequencies so as to 
make them interfere with one another. Novak registers these patterns of 
interference in each of the various forms of her engagement. For Novak, 
their varied amplitudes suggest a path of deliberate resistance as a new sense 
of the dimensions of “now” can arise from each result.

When did the hostilities within which we are ensnared actually begin? 
Were we—that is to say, a particular “we,” the readers, writers, and editors 
of the New York Times—paying attention? What form did the attention take? 
In his book, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, Rob Nixon 
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Figure 13.9 Screen Grabs from randominterference.net, 2012–ongoing (https://www.nyu 
.edu/projects/novak/randominterference).
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writes of a procession of events that necessarily is resistant to the spectacular 
single image or origin.19 Novak’s dedication to the time of this provocative 
project is another expression of that idea and its consequence. In her piles, 
transports, and timelines, evidence of disaster steadily accretes but nearly 
imperceptibly, like traditional women’s work, as one day’s news cycle fades 
into the next while readers strive to avoid conclusions. Was 9/11 just one 
day Americans were finally forced to pay attention? Novak’s achievement is 
to have produced a visual analytic that measures the duration and the pulse 
of this enormous periodic assault vis-a-vis the human scale of body and 
brain. Her photographs propose no hierarchy. There is no originating flash; 
there is no state of exception. They do not monumentalize or homogenize 
or aestheticize or anaesthetize memory. Rather, they remediate it. In their 
attention to repetition and routine they suggest that, despite forced forget-
ting, the rebellion of mind and body, and the drive for homeostasis in daily 
life, a feminist visual politics of the everyday can help to reconstruct, curate, 
and display the frequencies of these eruptions, both informing and amplify-
ing resistance.

Notes

 1. Benedict Anderson made the key proposition about periodical time: that the 
newspaper creates our imagination of community. “The significance of this mass 
ceremony—Hegel observed that newspapers serve modern man as a substitute 
for morning prayers—is paradoxical. It is performed in silent privacy, in the lair 
of the skull. Yet each communicant is well aware that the ceremony he performs 
is being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of others of whose 
existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has not the slightest notion. 
Furthermore, this ceremony is incessantly repeated at daily or half-daily intervals 
throughout the calendar. What more vivid figure for the secular, historically 
clocked, imagined community can be envisioned?” Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 
2006), 35.

 2. Lorie Novak, “Photographic Interference,” in Picturing Atrocity: Photography in 
Crisis, ed. Geoffrey Batchen, Mick Gidley, Nancy K. Miller, and Jay Prosser 
(London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 285.

 3. Within a considerable body of literature, the following are major texts: Susan 
Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977) and Regard-
ing the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003); Susie Linfield, 
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The Cruel Radiance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010); Courtney R. 
Baker, Humane Insight (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2015); Sharon 
Sliwinski, Human Rights in Camera (Chicago: University Press, 2011); Saidiya 
Hartmann, Scenes of Subjection (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); Judith 
Butler, Frames of War (London: Verso, 2009); Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of 
Photography (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press: 2008) and Civil Imagination (London:  
Verso: 2012); Christina Sharpe, In the Wake (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2016).

 4. Merriam-Webster, s.v. “interference (n.),” accessed December 8, 2018, https://
www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/interference.

 5. Merriam-Webster, s.v. “interference (n.).”
 6. Merriam-Webster, s.v. “interference (n.).”
 7. Merriam-Webster, s.v. “interference (n.).”
 8. Merriam-Webster, s.v. “interference (n.).”
 9. “One aspect of migraine pain theory explains that migraine pain happens due 

to waves of activity by groups of excitable pain cells.” Johns Hopkins Medicine, 
“How a Migraine Happens,” Johns Hopkins Medicine Health Library, accessed 
December 8, 2018, https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/healthlibrary/conditions 
/adult/nervous_system_disorders/how_a_migraine_happens_85,p00787; 
Novak has been photographing herself every time she has a migraine since 
2009. See www.migraineregister.net.

 10. Random Interference was created for é-misferica 9, nos. 1 and 2, Summer 2012. “On 
the Subject of Archives,” edited by Marianne Hirsch and Diana Taylor, http://
www.hemisphericinstitute.org/hemi/en/e-misferica-91.

 11. Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (New York: Zone Books, 2008), 
16.

 12. Photoville is an annual photography festival produced by United Photo Indus-
tries in Brooklyn Bridge Park and built from repurposed shipping containers. 
See http://photoville.com.

 13. Above The Fold, Front-Page Photo Categories, Listed in order of priority if an 
image falls in more than one category: Men & A Few Women With Guns, Dead 
Bodies, United States Protests, International Protests, Refugees & Immigrants, 
Photos of Photos, Grieving, Memorials, War & Conflict, Terrorism, Shootings, 
Natural Disasters, Man-Made Disasters, Sexual Harassment & Assault, Arts & 
Fashion, Prisons & Prisoners, Crime, U.S. Elections, U.S. Presidents, U.S. Poli-
ticians & Judges, International Elections, Foreign Politicians, Poverty, Life in 
Conflict Zones, Science & Health, Troops without Guns, Sports, Weather, Busi-
ness, Celebrations, Human Interest U.S., Human Interest International, Unable 
to Categorize.

 14. Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1993).
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 15. Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2003).

 16. Tina Campt, Listening to Images (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), 6.
 17. Campt, Listening to Images, 8
 18. The key feminist text that juxtaposes “cyclical” and ”monumental” time is Julia 

Kristeva’s ”Women’s Time.” See Julia Kristeva, “Women’s Time,” trans. Alice Jar-
dine and Harry Blake, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 7, no. 1  
(Autumn, 1981), 13–55. Additionally, Tillie Olsen in “I Stand Here Ironing”  
renders the repetitive nature of women’s domestic work in its relation to trau-
matic memory. Tillie Olsen, “I Stand Here Ironing,” Tell Me a Riddle (New York: 
Dell, 1961).

 19. Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2011).
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