Five Principles of Post-Interpretive Criticism: A Study Guide

For the Custodian, the Student, the Critic Who Refuses to Speak First

l. Introduction: The Ethics of Standing Beside
There are five principles. But before there are principles, there is posture.

Post-Interpretive Criticism (PIC) isn’t a methodology one applies to a work. It's a moral
orientation — a shift in how one stands in front of a thing that breathes silence. Before the critic
speaks, before the essay is begun, before the language is chosen, there is the moment of
approach.

This study guide isn’t a map of technique. It's a cartography of discipline. It exists for the student
who wishes to remain in proximity to meaning without trying to own it. For the curator who
wishes to build without coercion. For the educator who wants to guide students without robbing
the work of its hush.

Let us begin, then, not with analysis, but with presence.

Il. Principle 1: Restraint over Interpretation

Definition: Interpretation assumes authority over the work. Restraint assumes responsibility
toward the work.

Where most criticism races toward narrative, PIC plants its feet in discipline. Restraint doesn’t
mean silence, but rather the selection of silence over spectacle. It doesn’t diminish the intellect.
It refines it.

Interpretation can be clever. Restraint must be wise.

Case Study: Doris Salcedo’s Shibboleth. The temptation is to speak of colonialism, border
trauma, architecture as metaphor. But what if the critic instead began with what is?

"There is a crack in the floor. It is not symbolic. It is present."

From presence, we proceed with care. The absence of metaphor isn’t a failure of thought; it's
the beginning of moral perception.

Vocabulary:

e Held Silence: A silence that chooses not to interpret prematurely.



e Proximity Discipline: The restraint of response until the work has been genuinely
received.

Exercise:

1. Spend 15 minutes with a work of art. Write only what you see.
2. Then, write again — but only what changed in you as you witnessed it.
3. Don’t analyze the work. Observe the shift in your posture.

lil. Principle 2: Witness over Critique
Definition: Critique dissects. Witness kneels.

To witness a work isn’t to evaluate it. It's to make oneself available to it. To receive its ethic,
even if it's mute. In the PIC tradition, the critic isn’t a judge but a custodian. One who tends to
the presence of a work as one tends to a grave. Not for what it yields, but for what it refuses to
yield.

Case Study: Zarina Hashmi’s Home is a Foreign Place. Thirty-six Urdu words printed on
handmade paper. Not one asks to be explained. The critic’s job isn’t to unlock them, but to stand
beside their breath.

"The English sits beneath the Urdu. Respectful, but insufficient."
Vocabulary:

e Custodial Criticism: A mode of writing that protects rather than probes.
e Witness-stance: The critic’s refusal to invade the work with interpretation.

Reflection:
Write a 300-word piece in which you never name the work, never describe the artist, and never
offer interpretation. Only speak of what it feels like to be in the room with it.

IV. Principle 3: Moral Proximity
Definition: To remain close to the wound without aestheticizing it.

Many works hold pain. The Post-Interpretive critic doesn’t beautify this pain, nor do they narrate
it. They remain near. Alert, reverent, and morally awake.



Case Study: Teresa Margolles. Her use of forensic materials (water used to wash corpses,
blood-stained tiles, cremated remains) is not sensational. It is precise. The critic must not write
about her works with distance or flourish.

"This is not an installation. This is residue."
Vocabulary:

e Sacred Refusal: The work's rejection of interpretation in order to preserve dignity.
e Nearness Ethic: The critic’s decision to stand close without explaining.

Exercise:
Imagine the work is a funeral. Write your response as a eulogy, not an analysis.

V. Principle 4: The Viewer as Evidence
Definition: The response of the viewer is itself a form of knowledge.

What you feel, what you resist, what you avoid, these aren’t distractions from the work. They are
the work. In PIC, the viewer isn’t a passive observer, but a site of revelation.

Case Study: Araya Rasdjarmrearnsook’s "The Class". Dead bodies, art students, a silent
lesson. The camera lingers, but doesn’t guide. The viewer flinches. And that flinch is the thesis.

"What unsettles you reveals what you bring to the room."
Vocabulary:

e Epistemology of Reaction: Understanding meaning through felt response, not imposed
theory.

e Viewer Imprint: The lingering emotional residue left by the work in the body of the
witness.

Exercise:
After viewing a difficult artwork, map your bodily sensations: breath, tension, heat, stiliness. Do
this before writing a single word.

VL. Principle 5: Rejection of Performance

Definition: Post-Interpretive writing doesn’t perform insight. It guards interiority.



Most contemporary criticism rewards performance. The critic as expert, as oracle, as
provocateur. PIC rejects this. It doesn’t seek to entertain, dazzle, or decode. It seeks to remain.

Case Study: Kimsooja’s A Needle Woman. A woman stands motionless in crowded cities. Her
back to the camera. Her body still. The critic’s role isn’t to explain her. The critic’s role is to also
become still.

"She does not move. And neither should you."
Vocabulary:

e Interpretive Abstinence: The refusal to speak when speaking would diminish the work.
e Presence Discipline: The capacity to be near something beautiful without consuming it.

Exercise:
Write a 100-word review of a work using no adjectives, no metaphors, and no conclusions. Only
description of presence.

VII. The Lexicon of Post-Interpretive Criticism

Custodian: The critic who protects the work from disfigurement.

Hush as Ethic: Silence not as absence, but as reverence.

Moral Proximity: The sacred distance between critic and work, governed by adab.
Sacred Refusal: The work’s rejection of interpretive violation.

Residue: What remains when a work leaves its mark without asking to be spoken.
Interiority Over Iconography: Honouring what the work holds, not what it shows.
Reverent Language: Speech that bends, not breaks, around the work.

Stillness as Stance: The decision not to move, even when movement is expected.
Non-Extractive Criticism: An approach that leaves the work intact, unmarred by the
critic’s need for clarity.

VIII. Final Reflection

Post-Interpretive Criticism isn’t a genre.
It’s a custodial oath.

It asks you not to explain.
It asks you not to perform.
It asks only this:

Will you stay long enough to feel what you do not understand?

And when the time comes to speak, will you speak as one who witnessed a sacred thing,
not one who thinks they own its meaning?



Let your words be fewer.
Let your posture be lower.
Let your silence be trustworthy.

This isn’'t the end of the guide.
It is the beginning of your restraint.

By Dorian Vale
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