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Artworks with this kind of content cannot 
avoid agendas, but the question is how they are 
conveyed to us. True enough, Doctor’s work is 
that of a distant (privileged, Western) observer, 
but what is most compelling is that it is one that 
affords us glimpses of stark realism – unabashed, 
unalloyed and uninhibited. This is a work that 
combines urgency without guilt. There is a crisp 
matter-of-factness to this work that makes this  
an event in the absence of opprobrium, and,  
for all that, it is all the more morally penetrating. 
When considering the power of objectivity  
within emotive subjects in art, it is important  
to remember that in painting The Stonebreakers, 
Courbet took great pains to avoid an overt 
sentiment. Instead he wanted the subject to 
speak for itself: one of the men is too young to 
be performing this task, and the other is too old; 
their faces are shielded, which limits our ability  
to emote to them as subjects and focuses on  
the harshness of the task. It is an image where  
the pain of labour is palpable.

There have been a growing number 
of works like this, notably Susan Norrie’s Havoc 
(2007), also filmed in Java, and Steve McQueen’s 
Gravesend (2007). Both of these centre on 
the way humans are reduced to anonymous 
denominators through the environmental disaster 
or the cruelties of exploitative labour. But one 
wonders in whose name these works are made 
and the efficacy of the works, let alone their status 
as works where the thick shroud of guilt and 
shame were lifted from them. Doctor’s work  
could easily be seen to face the same issues,  
and to some extent it inevitably does, however  
it is through its frankness and its beauty that is  
so compelling. Rather than simply disturbing,  
the work has an energy and ebullience that shares 
a great deal with the great opening sequence  
of Phillip Glass and Godfrey Reggio’s filmic tone-
poem about technology, labour, urbanisation, 
and overpopulation, Powaqqatsi (1988), of 
figures hauling bags up a muddy hill, which 

in their rhythm become like notes on a stave. 
Doctor’s work shares the same hypnotic urgency, 
but also its lyricism. It is an example of what Henri 
Bergson called the élan vitale, the imponderable 
creative force of life and nature.

Aristotle said that ‘hope is a waking 
dream’. Most recently ‘Hope’ was revived as 
a slogan for Barak Obama’s 2008 Presidential 
campaign. From our present position, this hope 
never ran its course, which is really the problem 
with hope in the first place since it is nothing, 
more than a desire for something other than 
what is present. Sam Doctor’s A Song for the 
Stonebreakers is a work without hope, which is 
something very different from being hopeless.  
It simply means that it presents us with life 
without reflection or deferral. The figures trudging 
endlessly up and down are not miserable; they 
have no time for misery. Nor do they ask for our 
pity. The pitilessness of this landscape is really  
the pitilessness of our world which was there 
before our arrival and which will be there after  
our departure.

Adam Geczy.
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Sam Doctor’s video A Song for the 
Stonebreakers is an artistic act of devotion. 
It is an artwork that expresses a very difficult 
but absolutely pressing contemporary aesthetic 
predicament, namely, how to speak for the 
dispossessed. This urgency to speak for those 
who cannot speak has, admittedly, become a  
sort of fashion of our age. But there are enormous 
problems associated with it. Have they asked for 
your entreaty? In what capacity does one speak? 
Who gives you the right? Whence do I take the 
ethical responsibility? There are no firm answers 
to these questions. Yet we know that we live in  
a political climate where the privileged argue 
over correctness while the underprivileged writhe 
in the absence of real voices. 

It is the redeeming nature of the 
aesthetic framework to be able to enshrine 
contradictory emotions and conditions together: 
anger and compassion, resentment and sympathy 
can cohabit with disinterest and engagement.  
At their best such combinations give the work  
its tension, as if the work is already in argument 
with itself as to its sense of right, its legitimacy. 
A Song for the Stonebreakers is a work that 
draws from many different affective and 
ethical, as well as historical sources. The title 
itself can be read as a pastiche of two mid-
nineteenth century masterpieces: Courbet’s 
The Stonebreakers (1849) and Walt Whitman’s 

Song of Myself (1856/60). In this alone the work 
can be understood as a social message about 
dehumanizing manual labour on one hand and 
on the other a visual poem about compassion, 
empathy and individual agency. Near the 
opening of his poem Whitman declares, ‘every 
atom belonging to me as good belongs to you’.

Doctor’s work is based on footage 
from the mountainous craters in the Ijen volcano 
complex in East Java, Southern Indonesia, 
specifically Kawah Ijen, the active volcano  
in the cluster with its kilometer-long turquoise 
acid crater lake. This region is a rich source  
of Sulphur that is funneled from its red molten 
state via pipes to the outdoors to cool where 
it solidifies into a yellow mass. Hundreds of 
Javanese laborers break up the hard compound, 
hauling the massive shards in baskets over 
their shoulders or heads, weighing up to 110 
kgs, several kilometers down the mountain.  
Their protection to the poisonous gasses is 
minimal, a handkerchief at best, making this 
something resembling a worldly hell. The workers 
are no better than drones whose value lies solely 
in their ability to perform the task.

The sequence opens with a distant shot 
of the landscape which, due to the intensity of 
the turquoise, looks like it belongs to a different 
planet, the sulphurous smoke emitted from the 
volcano swirling lugubriously, and without much 
of a hint of a human soul save for the sounds that 
become slowly louder.

The camera moves slowly inward to 
reveal innumerable human forms slowly plodding 
across the landscape. Although deprived of 
features that make a landscape hospitable, we  
are nevertheless struck by the breathtaking 
beauty of the scene. It is this sense of beauty 
elicited from us that also makes the experience 
of viewing disturbing, for the very reason that we 
are not explicitly exhorted to become disturbed. 
There is no anger, indignation, just the merciless 
brutality of facts and matter.




