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Visuality and Creativity in Global
Politics: In Memory of Alex Danchev

ROLAND BLEIKER
University of Queensland

I
I have never had a harder time beginning a text. I mould and remould my words, I mix
and remix them, I discard them and search for new ones, again and again, but no mat-
ter what I do, it all sounds wrong.

Alex Danchev is dead.
Where to start? With lamenting that his death, in August 2016, was unexpected

and untimely and impossible to understand and accept? With noting that he will be
dearly missed – by his family, by his friends, by his colleagues; by his students, by his
readers, by me? Or with highlighting the key moments of his career, from his edu-
cation and his time in the army to his professorships at the universities of Keele, Not-
tingham and, most recently, St Andrews? This is not my task. Numerous obituaries
have already done so in detail.1

I would, instead, like to offer a personal appreciation of Alex as a person and as an
international relations academic. He was one of the most generous, genuine and cre-
ative scholars I have ever met – a true role model in every sense of the word.

I want to reflect on what we can learn from the legacy that Alex leaves behind. I am
fully aware that my reflections are partial. There were many Alexes. We all have multi-
ple identities. The Alex I knew was the one of the past decade, a time during which we
collaborated on research projects, co-presented at conference panels, commented on
each other’s article and book drafts, and made – now thwarted – plans for reciprocal
visits to and collaborative links between the Universities of St Andrews and Queensland.

When I think of Alex and his legacy I think of at least four key contributions from
which we can learn for years to come: his life as a generous and genuine scholar; his
pursuit of innovative interdisciplinary work; the importance he placed on an experi-
mental but accessible writing style; and his contribution to bringing visuality and cre-
ativity to the study of politics and international relations. I reflect briefly on each of
these realms, hoping that they would inspire and guide others to follow in Alex’s schol-
arly footsteps.

II
Soon after receiving news of Alex’s passing I posted a short notice in his honour on
social media. Responses came immediately and in great number, and the phrase
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that kept coming back was “gentleman and scholar.” This is who he was. This is why
he was admired and appreciated.

Although Alex took on administrative roles at times, for instance as Head of
Department and Dean at Keele University, he always remained a scholar-
teacher both in heart and in practice. He resisted the temptation of rising up the
ranks of neo-liberal university management, which these days is associated with
more prestige and money than the life of a ‘normal’ academic. Alex followed his
passions, and his passions lay in creative research and writing and in exploring
ever new ways of understanding the political. Neither was Alex the type of pro-
fessor who would raise funds and then employ and direct an army of research
assistants to gather the ‘data’ for him. Alex got his hands dirty. He did the nitty-
gritty work himself. He did it in archives, in libraries, in museums, and he did it
wherever his research took him. I met up with Alex and his wife Dee during sev-
eral trips they made to Zürich, where he conducted archival work in museums
for his biographies of Braque, Cézanne and, most recently, Magritte. These bi-
ographies are not just fascinating and insightful reads, but also monumental
volumes – each spanning over 500 pages – of meticulously conducted research
and documentation.2 There is no short-cut to writing these types of books. They
require dedication, persistence, passion. They are the hallmark of a committed
scholar.

Alex was not just a genuine intellectual; he also was a generous one. Even
though he was on a busy research and teaching schedule, he always had time to
interact with others and to comment on their work. His comments were the com-
ments of a scholar who cared about scholarship and the people conducting it. He
was both respectful and merciless. He engaged with all aspects of a text – con-
tent as well as style – and he would be as critical and as meticulous in this as with
his own work. Here, just as a random sample, is a comment I received from Alex
recently on a co-authored essay about indigenous art and cultural diplomacy.3

He was, in this instance, taking issue with how we traced the political nature of
art to its ‘ambivalent’ nature:

Forgive another word on ‘ambivalent’, which has been nagging at me. On
further reflection, I think part of the reason it doesn’t work, for me, is that it
is as if in the wrong voice, grammatically speaking. To say that works of art
are ambivalent is to suggest that they have a point of view, or at any rate an
attitude: that they are ambivalent about something (which also begs the
question: what are they ambivalent about?). In other words, it suggests some-
thing active – inappropriately, in this instance, I believe. What I think is re-
quired in the context of your argument is something passive, grammatically,
such as ‘ambiguous’. To say that works of art are ambiguous, for example, is
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to suggest that they have that characteristic or property, for us – the onus
being on us.

Our essay ended up being much better and stronger thanks to Alex. Or so I hope.
And I know that many others too profited from Alex’s intellect and generosity. A
gentleman and scholar indeed.

III
I remember how decades ago, my supervisor at the University of British Columbia,
Kal Holsti, told us how the formidable Susan Strange juxtaposed scholars who work
like farmers and those who work like rangers. The former dutifully plough their well-
defined fields and do not dare to move beyond them. Rangers, Strange is said to
have said, are those who branch out and venture beyond delineated fields into the
dangerous but rewarding unknown.

Alex was neither a farmer nor a ranger: he was an astronaut. He went further than
anyone else. He completely disregarded – and in doing so, dismantled – discipli-
nary boundaries. He was traditional but had no time for narrow intellectual tradi-
tions. He defied all expectations of what an international relations professor is meant
to be and do.

Alex wrote extensively on the Anglo-American alliance. He wrote biographies
of military figures and moral philosophers, such as Oliver Franks and Basil Lid-
dell Hart. He wrote on a range of international relations topics, from war to ter-
rorism and foreign policy. And then, at some point, he started to branch out into
other realms, most notably by exploring links between art and politics. He wrote
two fascinating books on that topic.4 But he went much further than that. He
started to write biographies of artists – first a short one on Picasso and then two
massive and very well received and widely discussed volumes on Braque and
Cézanne.5

The very idea that an international relations professor would write artist bi-
ographies is heretic. But that he has become very successful and highly re-
spected in both of these fields is truly remarkable. Add to this that he regularly
wrote commentaries on a wide range of topics for more popular outlets, most
notably, but not only, for the Times Higher Education Supplement, where he had
been a regular commentator for over two decades. In an obituary, Matthew
Reisz called him a “polymath who was happy to stray well beyond the expected
boundaries of his day job.”6 And so he did. Alex wrote on an incredibly wide
range of topics, from politics to art and society. In a piece about the jazz musi-
cian Charles Lloyd’s innovative late period, Alex found the very model for his
own compulsion to branch out and explore ever new worlds: “The elders mix
freely, regardless of tribe. Lloyd plays tenor and alto saxophone, bass and alto
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flutes, and a modern ecstatic tarogato, a Hungarian folk instrument.”7 And so
did Alex.

IV
An issue that was very close to Alex’s heart – and an issue I passionately share with
him – is the one of writing style. Alex hated academic jargon. He did not write of
norm entrepreneurs, of biopolitics, of ontologies, of empty signifiers or of depend-
ent and independent variables. Alex wrote straight from the heart, in clear and com-
pelling sentences. His language was music: it was infused with rhythm and sound,
and it encapsulated his passion for art and the political. The editor of the Times Lit-
erary Supplement, Ann Mroz, called him “the best writer I ever commissioned; I sus-
pect he always will be.”8

The only way to appreciate Alex’s appreciation for language and his ability to
mould words and ideas is to read him. His biography of Cézanne is a recent and
good example. Go and read it. But for now, just a short illustration, taken from a
passage in which Alex discusses George Braque’s The Guitar Player, painted in
1914:

An entire tradition of visual representation was overthrown, as if a hand grenade
had been tossed into the placid world of the reclining nude, the wedding feast
and the woman reading a letter. Everything was shattered, discomposed, only
to be remade anew, askew, back-to-front, inside-out, all around. Space itself was
reconceived and reconstructed. Instead of receding tidily into the background,
as prescribed by traditional perspective, the forms in Cubist paintings advance
towards the spectator. Landscapes become landslips. Still life pushed forward,
begging to be touched, or sampled, or played. We see into things, round things,
through things, without prejudice; we see the component part of things; we
see things become things.9

Alex’s passion for scholarship and writing went so far that it became his second na-
ture. Or, rather, it became his true nature. A conference presentation would be like
a musical performance. I still remember a panel we were on together at the Uni-
versity of Glasgow. Alex talked about Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus and it was
as if he was singing his presentation. I got the same feeling when in conversations
with him: language would lift us up and drift us to places new and unexpected. Even
simple e-mail messages were a delight. His sentences were always carefully crafted,
no matter what he said or how annoyed he might have been about what preoccu-
pied him. Here is a sample, taken from the last e-mail I received from him, a couple
of weeks before his death:
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Brexit is a calamity. The whole process was – is – a disgrace. And then the al-
most farcical proceedings that continue to unfold – the abdication of respon-
sibility, the hypocrisy, the utter shambles. I was in Brussels recently (on the trail
of Magritte). I got the impression that people thought we had taken leave of our
senses. And who can blame them?

V
There is not enough space here to engage the substance of Alex’s work. But I would
like to flag one key issue: his passion for and contribution to visuality and creativity
in the study of global politics.

Alex was never one to play it safe. He took risks in his research by crossing taboo
disciplinary boundaries. He ignored academic conventions and wrote about what
mattered to him – and to many others – in real life.

Creativity was at the heart of what Alex did, and he combined it with visuality.
He pioneered the study of art and politics. He did so because he had a deep con-
viction that, as he once put it, “contrary to popular belief, it is given to artists, not
politicians, to create a new world order.”10 He was convinced that works of art –
as works of the imagination – can help us address some of the most pressing po-
litical themes of our times. And he convincingly showed us so, covering topics
that ranged from terrorism and torture to memory and identity, and through aes-
thetic fields as diverse as photography, painting, film, novels and poetry. Alex
forced us to see the world anew, to notice things that were not there before, to
challenge assumptions that we had taken for granted. There were no limits to his
curiosity. In his own words, he wanted to “put the imagination to work in the serv-
ice of historical, political and ethical inquiry.“11 Photography – just to pick one of
the many aesthetic and visual realms he engaged – was for Alex an “instrument of
the imagination.” War photography, which was traditionally shot in black-and-
white, was for Alex the new war poetry: “Men-at-arms are shot and shot again,
shot in black-and-white. […] The dead and the wounded bleed black blood; the
young bleed into the old.”12

In view of Alex’s passion to combine words and images and the imagination, I
offer two Magritte-like photographs here. I took them on the train home after a con-
ference in Bordeaux a couple of years ago. Alex and I were presenting together on
panels about “Art and Politics.” The photographs depict the very same village, just
outside of Champagne. There is only one difference: an alteration in shutter-speed
and aperture. It is the kind of subversive and playful visual exploration Alex would
have liked. Or so I hope, for I would like the photograps to remind us that we al-
ways frame the world in particular ways and, in doing so, reveal as much about us
and our choices as about the actual world out there.
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I hope to organize a symposium on visuality and creativity in honour of Alex at the
University of Queensland sometime in the next two years. In the spirit of Alex I will
do it carefully and deliberately, with a focus on creativity and quality, and not speed.
I already feel the words Alex inscribed into my copy of his Braque biography a
decade ago: “‘Souvenirs d’anticipation,’ as Braque once said to Picasso.”

VI
I can’t say for sure, of course, but my sense is that all these issues were in Alex’s
mind when he died. I know he was working hard to complete his third artist biog-
raphy, another massive volume, this time on Magritte. I know he was close to fin-
ishing a draft, and his wife Dee says that there is hope that the book will come out
posthumously.

He was also preoccupied with exploring how artists serve as moral witnesses of
our time – or of times past.13 He did so at the last panel we were on together, in
Glasgow. And he died just a few days before he was meant to speak on this topic at
the Edinburgh Book Festival.

Alex. We miss you. But you will live on through your work. You will continue to
pose difficult questions to us, and you will give us the courage to take risks and be
creative. You will be our witness on this journey.

We will leave the last word for you. This passage is from the chapter on “Wit-
nessing” that you recently wrote for my book on Visual Global Politics. The book
features over fifty chapters. Your chapter was one of the very first ones that came
in – you were professional and reliable as always – and it was picture-perfect: no
word needed shifting or moulding. The book will be dedicated to you, Alex. You
wanted witnessing to be a process that makes us see the world anew, that “rubs
it red raw.”14 You always tried to resist all forms of finalities and the sense of com-
placency that comes with them.15 You always wanted to pose new questions –
questions that would help us re-think, re-view and re-feel the world around us. You
were a moral witness of your time. May your writings live on and may they con-
tinue to rub us red raw:

The witness spares nothing and nobody, not even the witness. That is the idea
– to prick the conscience, to lodge in the memory, or stick in the throat. In this
sense, the witness is more akin to an agitator than a bystander, but also more
purposive, more principled, more pure. If the bystander is a deeply compro-
mised figure, the witness is a profoundly elevated one. Put differently, the wit-
ness is an historical agent with a moral purpose and a militant faith.
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