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A horse lies dead in a field. Flies circle around her body. The grass moves in the wind. Nothing more happens and in some ways there is not much more one can say about Steve McQueen’s 16mm film Running Thunder, 2007, the only work in his current solo show at Thomas Dane.

I must admit I hated the piece when I first saw it. It is a critic’s nightmare. Even the gallery’s press release appears to have given up on the work, explaining that it represents a departure from the artist’s previous concerns, moving swiftly on to talk about other works by McQueen not featured in the exhibition. But I would rather hate an artwork than feel indifferent to it and, after a while, it grew on me and like the corpse it portrays, it refused to go away.

Colliding with the exhibition is the Imperial War Museum’s showing of McQueen’s Queen and Country, 2007, a series of unpublished stamps depicting soldiers killed in the Iraq war. While the theme of death runs through both pieces, Running Thunder adds complexity to the subject by focusing on the relation between representation and animal sacrifice.


Even though no direct reference is made, the composition of the horse within the frame visibly echoes an iconic image distributed by the American Humane Association as part of their 1940s campaign against cruelty towards animals in film. The original photograph depicts a dead horse with a trip rope around one of her front legs; the image is clearly staged and the rope is likely to have been placed on the leg of an already dead animal. In McQueen’s piece there is no rope. The static camera captures the horse in all her fleshiness, her belly swelling up, blood veins pressing against the surface of the brown skin, animal skin pressing against the skin of the film. It is like there is too much presence here; the corpse is a remainder: life has left yet something remains.


Martin Heidegger argued that animals cannot experience their own death as death, and connected the notion of mortality to the human gift of language. Animals do not die, in a human sense; their lives simply come to an end. Humans die because they have an abstract understanding of what ‘death’ is. Leaving aside Heidegger’s somewhat anthropocentric world view, there is something to be said about the way animal death is framed by the camera, that is, how it is framed for human eyes, in popular as well as avant-garde cinema.

Traditionally, Western philosophy has been based on a distinction between the human and the non-human animal, in which the rise of humans above their animal status has been seen to be dependent on the ability to self-reflect, the aptitude of humans to see themselves ‘from the outside’. To imagine one’s own death is of course also to project an image of oneself or one’s self onto the self as if from the outside. In cinema, human corpses are generally played by live actors, whereas dead animals are simply models or, well, just dead animals. So, paradoxically, to be able to play or to appear dead testifies to an awareness of one’s real mortality and, in turn, one’s humanity. By contrast, the horse in Running Thunder cannot die because she has already been killed by the numerous images which preceded the film.


Eadweard Muybridge’s and Jules-Etienne Marey’s influential photographs from the late 19th century scrutinised equine appearances in ways which might be useful to compare with McQueen’s film. In their photographic sequences, still images were used to reveal a ‘truth’ about animal locomotion invisible to the naked eye. The truth brought forward in Running Thunder is of a different, messier kind. Here, the moving image freezes the dead animal; it keeps her in place; while failing to confine her meaning to that one place. It is an appearance that, to borrow a term from Theodor Adorno, ‘rubs on a wound’ and serves as a reminder that the seemingly secure position of the modern human rests on shaky ground through a constructed differentiation from non-human animal lives and deaths.
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