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The Reframing of Loss: 
Jon Rafman’s Virtual Archives 

Jon Rafman recognized early that archival impulses were a major thread in the complex 
tapestry that constitutes his artistic project. This thread is tightly interwoven with a 
panoply of other filaments. These interlocking threads include the notions of irony, the 
sublime in virtual worlds and the ontological status of self in the digital age where history 
and tradition seem to founder.  The truth they tell is fiction, and their fiction is often the 
only way to tell the truth.  From the front, the tapestry looks harmonious but when 
looked at from behind, the knots with which it is fraught become evident.  

Inspired by the rich potential provided by contemporary technology and digital media, 
Rafman explores, documents, records, celebrates and critiques contemporary 
experience. An archivist and ethnographer of the virtual world, he makes accessible the 
paradoxes of modernity and contemporary alienation. Often presented from the 
perspective of humour, irony and melancholy, his archival/artistic/curatorial work 
captures the moral dimension in ambiguous contexts. On the boundary between 
aesthetics and ethics, he is asking Socrates’ question of what does it mean to be 
human.  

The presence of absence is a core element in archival theory and practice (Derrida, 
1996). Much of the power and meaning in Jon Rafman’s work owes its existence to 
something that is absent⎯to what it lacks⎯as much as to what is present to it and 
within it. To remember the past, to archive the past is as much about representing loss 
as it is about curating what remains. An anxiety about the presence and absence of the 
past permeates Rafman’s work. For loss, be it the actual or dreaded loss of a loved one, 
of a cherished ideal, country or ideology, is a universal human experience. Despite the 
often haunted attempt to protect against its pain, the cherished lost ideal or love must 
be represented, rendered fixed in some manner, must be made known, be made 
sacred, revered or devalued, be placed in a repository, be it memory, history or virtual 
worlds.  

Although melancholy and nostalgia haunt Rafman’s work, so too does love. He holds 
that love alone can decide whether the photo of an object reveals its truth (Barthes). As 
he recognizes the flaws and imminent loss of the loved one, so he burns with archival 
fever to preserve the beloved and to make it accessible, to truly represent it, to protect it 
against decay and deterioration. The desire that fuels archival fever is melancholic, for it 
is the passion for what will inevitably slip away. Our world in which the new overtakes 
the nearly new with such speed is one particularly apt to produce anxiety about loss. In 
such a world it is right to declare that the imperative of our epoch is to archive (Pierre 
Nora, 1989). We must keep everything, preserve every indicator of memory, even when 
we are not even sure which memory is being referred to. As Spieker (2008) writes, 
“Archives do not simply reconnect us with what we have lost. Instead they remind us, 
like Warhol’s boxes, of what we have never possessed in the first place.” 
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Google’s description of its mission “to organize the world’s information and make it 
universally accessible and useful” is consistent with the archival notion of accumulating 
everything, the will to enclose all eras, all forms, in a virtual place of all times that is 
itself outside of time. The project of organizing a sort of perpetual and indefinite 
accumulation of time belongs to modernity as a way to deal with anxiety about loss. 

Still, the archivist has to decide what is significant and what is trivial, what is core and 
what is circumstantial and indeed, as is increasingly asked, is there a centre at all. He/
she still has to decide what is real or what is ideal in the beloved, ideal or culture, what 
is true or what is fiction. Moreover, in the digital age, distinguishing between the original 
and the copy has become increasingly problematic. Digital materials are infinitely 
reproducible and mutable, and the object and the art object exist in flux between 
multiple instantiations. Rafman develops new methods of engaging with our archives, 
histories and cultures rather than viewing them as static collections. 

But it is the experience of unresolved loss, the presence of absence, that cannot be fully 
represented, that cannot be fully understood or integrated, that leads to an endless 
search for the lost one. Rafman’s work can be inscribed in the literature of quest, 
autobiographical narratives, memoirs, as well as traveller and adventure stories. The 
archivist explores, classifies and documents to find the other but also, through his 
narrative exploration, to find himself.  But as much as Rafman tries to find out who is 
this lost one, he is asking also who is looking for it. Is there a self that can incorporate 
the transformations? The self has for a while now been seen in dire difficulty, a fiction 
and of dubious ontological status. In Rafman’s work, the reconstruction of self often 
involves a returning⎯if altered and constantly splitting⎯self, wherein the boundaries of 
order and chaos, of inner and outer, self and other, of separation and reunion are 
constantly subverted.  

The anonymous narrators of Rafman’s films are not unlike the de-faced autobiographies 
of De Man (1979) as they welcome an encounter with an imagined life, a reconfigured 
subjectivity, and experience new possibilities for both self and otherness. Rafman’s films 
signify in ways that are multiple, puzzling and contradictory. They are amenable to 
readings that favour ambiguity, paradox and misdirection. Rafman argues that much of 
contemporary experience is groundless, is bereft of meaning, or unfixed in history. He 
suggests that the struggle for a continuous self-narrative may be doomed when context, 
legacy and tradition are absent. Yet play, joy and the potential for new meaning are 
present in his work. 

Rafman attributes the groundlessness to a variety of economic, social and individual 
reasons.  A core element, although often subtly expressed, is the commodification of 
desire, accompanied by the rendering of the marginal insignificant. Rafman’s work 
shows how virtual worlds have dislocated the archive from its libraries and museums. 
They have troubled the idea of a settled archive as an ordered system of recoveries and 
repossessions. In Rafman’s work, time, history, memory and self-narrative have become 
undone. Instead he illustrates the potential of the archive to unveil and reveal alternative 
ways of constructing our collective and personal histories.  
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The archive of the Empire, the supposed repository of knowledge and power, was 
always a fiction. For how does one put one’s hands around the world? Rafman 
recognizes that the archive produces meaning rather than simply repeats it. and so 
suspicion about the power behind the narrative must exist. He recognizes that the 
imperial archive is neither innocent nor neutral. The timeline that Facebook imposes on 
our postings is its construction of our lives. The selection that Google makes of our 
books, our streets and the way it chooses to film is its construction of our external world. 

In line with Derrida’s view that the way we archive affects how we live, Rafman uses 
contemporary digital and technological tools themselves to show us how they can 
estrange us from ourselves. In the busts of New Age Demanded, actual art history 
meets possible futures in a topological space where reality is moulded, stretched, bent, 
but never broken. With Rafman as archivist, we are invited to see our history in a 
different way: to see the past meaning and the potential for new meanings. In Brand 
New Paint Job, high modernist paintings encase everyday object in such a way that a 
new meaning emerges for both. 

In Kool-Aid Man in Second Life, the users recreate the objects of their desire in a virtual 
world, but as Kool-Aid Man, the secular icon, looks on, he questions whether this can 
truly be the human ideal. In You the World and I, a modern Orpheus seeks not his love 
but records of his love. Is this the human ideal? Rafman is confronted with the question 
that has always faced poets and artists, that is, how to reconcile seemingly 
irreconcilable contradictions in a way that is true to the human condition. For Rafman, 
there is no facile solution; one accepts the abyss that separates them, that the virtual is 
and is not the real, that the real is and is not the ideal, that the task of the artist is not to 
“reconcile them” but to highlight the nuances of their difference, their irreconcilability.  

The task of the archivist is to lean on the side of truth, whereas the artist, if he is to be 
true, must lie on the side of freedom. We see Rafman’s excitement in exploring the 
virtual world provided by this technology. Yet his excitement with virtual worlds is 
tempered. We too sense and experience with him that these tools are roundabout ways 
of expressing contemporary alienation. 
By a constant questioning of signs and symbols, by altering perspectives, by developing 
innovative film forms and narrative film essays, Rafman creates the possibility of a new 
freedom. By reintroducing the human gaze, he reasserts the uniqueness of the 
individual. It is in the framing of the question, in the framing of the archive, that freedom 
might lie. 

Sandra Rafman, Ph.D. 
Université du Québec à Montréal 
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