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1 

Airbag
Radiohead

In the next world war
Jackknifed juggernaut, I am born again.
In the neon sign, scrolling up and down

I am born again.

An interstellar burst I'm back to save the universe.
An interstellar burst I'm back to save the universe.

In a deep deep sleep, of the innocent
I am born again.

In a fast German car, I'm amazed that I survived.
An airbag saved my life.

chorus

2

Happenings  
Ten Years Time Ago

The Yard Birds

Meeting people along my way,
Seemingly alone one day,
But the reality of things,

That my dreaming always brings.

Happenings ten years time ago,
Situations we really know,

But the knowing is in the mind,
Sinking deep into the well of time.
Sinking deep into the well of time.

Walking through this place I see,
Things that mean a lot to me.

Why they do I never know,
Memories don't strike me so.
Memories don't strike me so.

It seems to me I've been here before,
The sounds I heard, and the sights I saw.

Was it real, was it in my dreams?
I need to know what it all means.

chorus



3

Nothing Lasts Forever
Echo And The Bunnymen

I want it now I want it now 
Not the promises of what tomorrow brings 

I need to live in dreams today 
I'm tired of the song that sorrow sings 

And I want more than I can get 
Just trying to, trying to, trying to forget 

I'd walk to you through rings of fire 
And never let you know the way I feel 

Under skin is where I hide 
The love that always gets me on my knees 

And I want more than I can get 
Just trying to, trying to, trying to forget 

Nothing ever lasts forever Nothing ever lasts forever 
Nothing ever lasts forever Nothing ever lasts forever 

I want it now I want it now 
Don't tell me that my ship is coming in 

Nothing comes to those who wait 
Time's running out the door you're running in 

So, I want more than I can get 
Just trying to, trying to, trying to forget 

chorus

All the shadows and the pain 
Are coming to you 

All the shadows and the pain 
Are coming to you

…

4

A Minor Place
Bonny »Prince« Billy

I've been to a minor place
And I can say I like its face

If I am gone and with no trace
I will be in a minor place

Well I put the shoes in line
Separate the women mine
As we do what we do fine
So victorious, so benign

chorus

Only take the weather warm
And the job that does me harm
The scars of last year's storm
Rest like maggots on my arm

chorus

Thank you man if for the thought
That all my loving can be bought
Was wisely in your gullet caught

Before my loyalty you sought

chorus

Oh it's not a desert nor a web
Nor a tomb where I lay dead

Minor in a sound alone
Yes a clear commanding tone

Singing from my little point
And aching in my every joint

I thank the world it will anoint me
If I show it how I hold it



4

Please Please Please  
Let Me Get What I Want

The Smiths

Good times for a change
See, the luck I’ve had

Can make a good man turn bad

So please please please
Let me, let me, let me

Let me get what I want
This time

Haven’t had a dream in a long time
See he life I’ve had

Can make a good man bad

So for once in my life
Let me get what I want

Lord knows, it would be the first time
Lord knows, it would be the first time

6

Rosa
Anon

Stand up and fight and fight
We have a score to settle

Stand up and fight and fight
We have a war to wage

Oh Karl Liebknecht we have a score to settle
Oh Rosa Luxemburg!

This will be our pledge

We’re not afraid not us
Though we are bound for battle

We’re not afraid not us
As right is on our side

Oh Karl Libnecht we have a score to settle
Oh Rosa Luxemburg!

This will be our pledge
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Something Better Change
The Stranglers

Don't you like the way I move when you see me?
Don't you like the things that I say?

Don't you like the way I seem to enjoy it?
When you shout things but I don't care

Something's happening and it's happening right now
You're too blind to see it

Something's happening and it's happening right now
Ain't got time to wait

I said something better change
I said something better change

I said something better change
I said something better change

Don't you like the way I dance?
Does it bug you?

Don't you like the cut of my clothes?
Don't you like the way I seem to enjoy it?

Stick my fingers right up your nose

Something's happening and it's happening right now
You're too blind to see it

Something's happening and it's happening right now
Ain't got time to wait

I said something better change
I said something better change

I said something better change
I said something better change

8

Sweeter Than Anything
PJ Harvey

In photographs
I've seen him laugh     

Hand overboard
Sun on his back

Summer was here
I remember it well

How he stood in the shade
How we both kissed and fell

How can this be
There's nothing left here

How can this be
There's nothing left here

Now he talks in his sleep
Says I've never known peace
And I don't know him now

He's a stranger to me

How can this be
There's nothing left here 

How can this be
There's nothing left here

We were never more than a dream
Brief as summer or spring

We were never more than a dream
Sweeter than anything
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The Internationale
Eugène Pottier

Arise ye starvelings from your slumbers
Arise ye prisoners of want

For reason in revolt now thunders
And at last ends the age of cant.
Away with all your superstitions

Servile masses arise, arise
We'll change forthwith the old tradition

And spurn the dust to win the prize.

So comrades, come rally
And the last fight let us face

The Internationale unites the human race.
So comrades, come rally

And the last fight let us face
The Internationale unites the human race.

10

The Lass of Aughrim
Anon

Oh if you be the lass of Aughrim 
As I’m taking you mean to be

Tell me the first token 
That passed between you and me

Oh don’t you remember  
That night on yon lean hill
When we both met together  
Which I’m sorry now to tell

Oh the rain falls on my heavy locks 
And the dew wets my skin

My babe lies cold within my arms 
But none will let me in

My babe lies cold within my arms 
But none will let me in
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Watch With Me
Joe Wise

Watch one hour with me
Stay just a way by my side
When my hallelujah days

Streak into blues and greys
Be my guide
Stay awhile

Watch with me

I won't ask you to be strong with me
I won't ask you to be kind

I won't ask you to stay long with me
Just help me find my mind

Stay with me

Watch on hour with me...

And in hard times I will look for you
Want you gentle by my side

And with soft eyes tell me one more time
No need to run and hide

Stay with me

Watch one hour with me...

And when death comes
I reach for your hands

Feel your love flow in your breath
In your eyes I'll find a way to stand

And see more life than death
Stay with me

Watch one hour with me...

12

Who Loves the Sun
The Velvet Underground

Who loves the sun
Who cares that it makes plants grow

Who cares what it does
Since you broke my heart

Who loves the wind
Who cares that it makes breezes

Who cares what it does
Since you broke my heart

Pa Pa Pa Pa
Who loves the sun

Pa Pa Pa Pa
Who loves the sun

Pa Pa Pa Pa
Not everyone

Pa Pa Pa Pa
Who loves the sun

Who loves the rain
Who cares that it makes flowers
Who cares that it makes showers

Since you broke my heart

Who loves the sun
Who cares that it is shining

Who cares what it does
Since you broke my heart

chorus x 2
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As Tears Go By
The Rolling Stones

It is the evening of the day
I sit and watch the children play

Smiling faces I can see
But not for me
I sit and watch
As tears go by

My riches can't buy everything
I want to hear the children sing

All I hear is the sound
Of rain falling on the ground
I sit and watch as tears go by

It is the evening of the day
I sit and watch the children play

Doing things I used to do
They think are new

I sit and watch as tears go by

14

Jesus Don't Want Me  
For A Sunbeam

The Vaselines

Jesus, don't want me for a sunbeam
Sunbeams are never made like me 

Don't expect me to cry,
For all the reasons you had to die

Don't ever ask your love of me

Don't expect me to cry
Don't expect me to lie

Don't expect me to die for you

Jesus, don't want me for a sunbeam
Sunbeams are never made like me 

Don't expect me to cry,
For all the reasons you had to die

Don't ever ask your love of me

Don't expect me to cry
Don't expect me to lie

Don't expect me to die for you
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Banks Of The Ohio
Anon

I asked my love to take a walk,
Just a little way's with me.

And as we walked,
Then we would talk

All about our wedding day.

Oh Darlin', say that you'll be mine
In our home we'll happy be

Down beside where the waters flow
On the banks of the Ohio.

I took her by her pretty hand,
I led her down the banks of sand

I plunged her in
Where she would drown

And watched her as she floated down.

Darlin say that you'll be mine;
In our home we'll happy be,

Down beside where the waters flow,
On the banks of the Ohio.

Returnin' home between twelve and one,
Thinkin', Lord, what a deed I've done
I've killed the girl that I loved you see

Because she would not marry me.

Darlin', say that you'll be mine 
In our home we'll happy be

Down beside where the waters flow
On the banks of the Ohio.
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I

To start with, an intense image: a yellow riverboat (christened “The Joyce”) sails 

the Lagan River in Belfast, passing beneath a bridge, turning majestically towards 

a group of people crowded together on one bank, waiting. When “The Joyce” comes

into view, a tune issues from the boat’s sirens, normally used for navigating rivers

and seas, for giving signals and broadcasting songs. This is the same clarion call 

that closes the final funeral scene in Richard Fleischer’s The Vikings (1958). Susan

Philipsz’s Victory (2001) is at once a sound intervention and an ephemeral event des-

tined to remain in the memory. The fleeting instant of the collective coming together

as a community and an acoustic reinterpretation (a type of recollection) of an adven-

ture film that we have all seen at some point in our lives, especially during childhood.

Faithful to the film, the quality of the sound is similar to that of trumpets or Viking

horns. Victory is a song of lamentation— a funereal tonality, on this occasion exempt

of narrative, whose yearning becomes a collective celebration. Songs of lamentation

mourn the disappearance of a loved one and restore the memory of a vital moment

that has faded in time. In a similar way, strategies of evocation are recurrent, repeat-

ing and reinventing a past event that the subject needs to fix by anchoring it in the

present. Through a tune, a poem, a rite the past suddenly becomes present to us,

albeit in thousands of images and broken fragments; ruins of a state of things restore

it symbolically. This is not the first time —nor will it be the last — that the artist has

employed evocation for poetic ends, going over her personal and biographical world

until she reaches and touches upon an enlarged collective memory.

In “Mourning and melancholia”, Sigmund Freud describes the labour of mourning

working in conjunction with that of melancholy.1 Both partake of an equivalence.

Mourning is the reaction to the loss of a loved person or of an abstraction that stands

in for him/her. As in mourning, melancholy arises from the loss of the loved object.

That object might have died, or may have simply faded as an object of love. The dif-

ference is that, in mourning identification with what is lost is transitory and the

libido is left free to seek other objects or to return to the self, while in melancholy the

loss is chronic, becoming depression; since the loss—often of the subconscious order—

is not clear to the subject. As Julia Kristeva has written, the radiation to which the

melancholic subject is submitted is that of a “black sun”, whose rays transfix him/her

in unproductiveness and total inhibition.2 It is here that the female voice opens the

way to reconsidering an ensemble of subjective operations: projection, negation and

rejection, fantasies, longing and loss, melancholy and other “maladies of the soul” (to

use Kristeva’s expression). 

In Philipsz work, mourning and melancholy act in close proximity with commemo-

ration and homage. In Returning (2004), a silent 16mm film, the camera observes
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reframing the empty space between the two characters. Both the Irish director and

the artist invite us to experience duration.

But Philipsz’s more recent version of The Dead can also be seen as an adaptation

of the final sequence of Huston’s film, with the snow falling from the night sky

directly onto the camera lens and Gabriel’s oscillating thoughts on mortality and on

life’s ephemeral nature. With Philipsz, as the 35mm film plays through its loop, white

specks appear like flashes of memory. These white marks increase with the deterio-

ration of the film and sound, to become an evocation of Huston’s sky with its flurry

of snowflakes, in a beautiful metaphor of mortality. It is enough to think of the final

moment when the screen is completely white, covered in snow, to realise that there

is no return. But besides, the blind image, the projection acts as an opaque screen to

which one returns time and again: an empty space to fill with personal memories, or

simply to recall some of the most emotive scenes of Huston’s film.

Philipsz’s installation, The Dead, simultaneously provides us with a split between

the film sound and the image. This conflict, produced by the uneasy coexistence of

image and sound in the cinematographic medium, here undergoes a radical ques-

tioning of their ontological conditions. This separation between what is seen and what

is heard is one of the installation’s central elements, as in Huston’s scene on the stair-

way where the regimes of what is visible and what is audible remain disassociated

and split.

On the one hand, there is blindness as a metaphor of vision, or the reduction of the

image to its degree zero, total darkness: the blindness of the observer. On the other

hand, there is Philipsz’s voice as a break of the opacity of the darkened room, recon-

ciling the spectator with him/herself in a hall of mirrors, amidst narrative and filmic

reverberations. In this space, recollection is an acute exercise for introspection.

Solitude and the passing of time are both objects of reflection and a physical experi-

ence. In the darkness of the cinema, one nevertheless feels authorised to make all

possible projections, all identifications.

The presentation of The Dead at the Irish Museum of Modern Art in Dublin, in

2001, had a special resonance, as this was Joyce’s city, and it evoked the writer’s con-

nections with the cinema and his passion for music. Similarly, Philipsz has suggested

the possibility of this work being projected in a commercial cinema, inserted amongst

the commercials and trailers that precede the feature film, in a similar way to the

first screening of the work The Dream of a Thing/El sueño de una cosa (2001) by

Philippe Parreno. Introduced unexpectedly at a moment of group reception, the blind

image and the phantasmal soundtrack can only produce a hole in the spectator’s con-

sciousness.

The black projection screen works here as a metaphor for a blank page; an incur-

sion into the art of storytelling. The text (the song) remains on an imaginary level

pedestrians passing in front of the monument to the co-founder of the German Com-

munist Party, Karl Liebknecht, in the Tiergarten, Berlin. Autumn bathes the scene in

a golden light. Many of the passers-by pause to read the inscription on the monument

and then continue on their way. The actions of the passers-by might also be sympto-

matic of a Benjaminian melancholic gaze, which maintains that only because the past

is dead we are able to read it and understand it. But, while melancholy is seen as un-

productive, mourning becomes a productive force, able to restore the past. In fact,

mourning and homage might share another fundamental principle: both are rooted in

the essence of socialism, in its history and aesthetic visual imaginary. 

But the labour of mourning is one of memory and of marking loss. This may be per-

ceived explicitly in The Dead (2000) wherein the short story of the same name writ-

ten by James Joyce in 1906–07— and later immortalised in the well-known film by

John Huston, posthumously released in 1987— is the trigger for introspection into

the depths of inner thought. The Lass of Aughrim, the song heard by Gretta Conroy

(the female protagonist played by Angelica Huston),which brings back to her the loss

of the love of her youth, is sung by Philipsz a capella. In the film, the song catapults

Gretta back through time in a dreamlike state under the attentive gaze of her hus-

band Gabriel (Donal McCann). 

Philipsz’ installation is a completely black 35mm projection with the song repeated

over and over again at regular intervals. The silence between Philipsz’s renderings of

the song and her breathing become an invisible presence that imposes itself on the lis-

tener, translating the real time of the recording into the physical space, showing the

passage of empty time. This interval recalls the scene on the stairway between Gretta

and Gabriel, when Huston pauses for the complete duration of the song that is heard,
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The Dead.4 On hearing a song, and identifying with the singer, we also identify with

an imaginary group of listeners, with an absent community. Identification is a move-

ment that proceeds from the inside outwards, while appropriation acts in the oppo-

site direction, from the outside inwards. Both function as narrative methods of

approaching what is hidden, as the unveiling of the self. What is at stake here is a

question of identity. If there is a need for identification, it is because there is no a pri-

ori identity. As Chantal Mouffe has put it, “the history of the subject is the history 

of his/her identifications and there is no concealed identity to be rescued beyond the

latter.”5

In the case of the female condition, as has been emphasised by different feminist

theories of representation, this process of identifications over time with other women

acquires a sense of radical alterity. In them are encountered mechanisms of uncon-

scious defence through which the subject places herself in the place of the Other in a

game of mirror reflections. An example of these psychic processes, between the sin-

gular and the group, between “one” woman and “many” women, can be found in the

recent work From the Beginning (2007), where one of the songs reinterpreted is The

Wonderful Widow of Eighteen Springs, composed by John Cage in 1942, with words

chosen from a longer passage in Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake.

Now evencalm lay sleeping; night

Isobel

Sister Isobel

Saintette Isabelle

Madame Isa

Veuve La belle

Are these the names of one and the same female multiplicity? Are they mechanisms

for naming the alterity of the female? In The Dead this projection of one woman onto

another coexists with the radical difference that accompanies an identification of the

male figure with the woman, or of the female’s identification, via the voice, and not

via her image as one would expect. This, the voice, is of the order of the phenomenon,

or the phenomenological. In her book The Acoustic Mirror, the theoretician Kaja

Silverman explains the power of naming through the materiality and physicality of

the voice as something essential for the constitution of the subject. The voice has the

faculty of joining names to things and of bringing to us the “body” of the speaker. In

docudramas, films and documentaries the main distinction arises from whether the

voice is male or female. In cinema, the voice-over normally represents a disembodied

authority (predominantly male) that speaks from above and imposes itself on the

narrative image. For Silverman, too little attention has been paid to the fact that sex-

and must be rewritten every time, like an infinite narration without beginning or end,

like a children’s story whose message becomes more solid each time it is told and

whose raison d’être resides in its repetition. The text (the lyric, the story) changes

form each time it is enunciated, creating a blank, silent space to be filled with new sto-

ries and memories. This art of storytelling illuminates the blank spaces for the con-

struction of new subjectivities. They are materialised through new narrations. 

II

Repetition—singing over and over again, listening and hearing one’s own voice—has

an effect that, in psychoanalysis, is related to the acquisition of subjectivity. With the

song’s repetition, we identify with the voice and with the imaginary body tied to that

voice. It is through repetition that the child (in lullabies and in fairy tales) loses

his/her fear of the outside and becomes an autonomous subject. This is the true pur-

pose of the loop in Philipsz’s work. The loop is a mechanism that, in its infinitude,

becomes an emitter of the eternal return, penetrating consciousness though the un-

hurried, cyclical and soothing effect of the sound. The loop is a technique of repeti-

tion, at once asserting identity and difference. Every time that a song is sung repeat-

edly, it asserts itself; but at the same time something different emerges. Repetition

thus becomes an allegory for alterity. Its ontology—its method and technique — lies 

in introducing the object (the song, the ballad) to an endless process of re-writing, 

re-reading and re-singing. As the artist herself says, “repetition for me is a way of

extending a form into another context where it can be used for different purposes,

like Radiohead being sung a capella by an artist and then being installed in a bus sta-

tion. It can also be a way of measuring very delicate differences between similar

forms, as when I have re-installed the same works in different contexts, which can

subtly change its meaning each time.”3

The fact that Philipsz always starts out from already existing songs, moulded to

her own personality, strengthens this condition of repetition as a strategy that is

close to appropriationism. In psychic terms, such appropriation may be understood

not as a form of colonialism, but instead as a means of liberating the other to be him/

herself. Within phenomenological and psychoanalytical parameters, appropriation

also opposes the fetishism of attempts to have or to possess. In its turn, this ‘repeti-

tion’, this alterity, operates in tandem with other process of identification. 

For example, when in The Dead she adopts the first person singular, taking the

position of the singer, which takes us back to the origin of the Irish token song The

Lass of Aughrim, in which a woman’s voice laments her abandonment by her lover

after she has become pregnant, Philipsz is reminding us of the position of Gretta in
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(…) They are the effect of a constantly renewed Oedipal structuration, which resitu-

ates the loss of the object at the level of the female anatomy, thereby restoring to the

little boy an imaginary wholeness. This externalising displacement is further secured

through the forced identification of woman with lack.”7 But the break with the visual

field does not end here, instead in a subtle way The Dead directs attention to an invis-

ible enunciator, to the fact that the black film, like a dark mirror, and its spectators

are addressed by an unseen Other. The female subject is constructed through identi-

fication with dispossession and loss, while the male, on the contrary, is constituted

through his fixation on the phallus. This identification could be threatened by the dis-

appearance of the object in question. It is almost impossible for a self-aware (male)

subject who is excluded from authoritarian vision, discourse and listening to sus-

tain a pleasurable relationship with the symbolic order. These connections with loss

orchestrate a large part of film theory while at the same time giving form to the 

representations of the woman in the state of lack. The discursive formation that

aligns the body of the woman with the male gaze situates her on one side of vision,

and him on the side of the spectacle. In an earlier work, Strip Tease (1998), the artist

explicitly deals with this condition of gender representation, creating a live situation

with a typical cabaret atmosphere, a “Lynchian” soundtrack and a glamorous sce-

nario of glitter and spotlights. However, the strip tease never takes place; there is no

stripper, only a delay of and a play with male expectations of scopic pleasure. Here is

another review of the empty space of representation to be completed by the subjec-

tivity of the observer, whether male or female.

III

Female voices. Maternal voices. Spectral voices. Sounds of the past reappear again

and again and, in the absence/presence of the body, refer us to memories, recollec-

tions, but also to spirits, ghosts, specters — literary figures of disembodiment and

transfiguration. Spectrality works in this context as a metaphor that reconciles 

the past with its spirits because, as Jacques Derrida would write, this ‘being-with

specters’ is also a politics of memory, of inheritance and of generations.8

Set up as a site-specific installation in the cemetery of the Berlin-Mitte, Follow me

(2006) once again introduces this component of memory and gazing at the past. The

song in question, again interpreted a capella, is Happenings Ten Years Time Ago, the

first single by the Yardbirds featuring the future Led Zeppelin guitarist Jimmy Page.

The song speaks of reality and illusion, and the disembodied voice might suggest

spectral figures caught in time.

ual difference is an effect of the dominant sound regime in the cinema and not only

the so-called ‘scopic regime’, and that the female voice can be seen as an element that

distorts the celebrated representations and functions of the female body as object of

male desire. 

As in a film where the image and the sound have split apart, the soundtrack in

Philipsz’s The Dead, is a voice-over of the narrator, a female voice that produces a dif-

ference in the previous logocentric orders. A voice which enables the male listener to

identify with, but not to possess, the woman’s body, a maternal voice. The scopic

regime of the gaze, which has been present in the cinema since its origins, depends

on particular notions of gender: the specularisation of the body of the woman, the

identification of the man with this very specularity. In this respect, the loss of the

object that we alluded to above would be associated with the female subject as a symp-

tom of the male condition. In the case of Philipsz, the negation of the image of the

woman within the very field of visuality established by the cinema is, at the very

least, an act of radical questioning. Projections and fantasies are common in this

phase of libidinal reciprocity. Here, the sense of “projecting” is as literal as it is sym-

bolic. How does this idea of projection function within the artist’s work? How can that

which is emitted outwards rebound on the veil of a black screen and return to the

depths of consciousness? For Silverman, “watching a film is a constant process of

projection and introjection (…) Film theory has noted that introjection plays a vital

role in determining the viewer’s relation to the diegesis, since ‘secondary’ identifica-

tion is effected in large part through the incorporation of character representations.

Those representations are taken into the self, and provide the basis for a momentary

subjectivity.”6 Projecting the voice in space is similar to projecting a moving image 

in the cinema. Indeed, the sculptural quality of sound has even more of the capacity

to encompasses and fill an empty space, measuring it, appropriating it, symbolizing 

a provisional possession. It is not in vain that the devices for transmitting sound

become an integral part of Philipsz’s installations (trumpet-like loudspeakers in Wild

is the Wind [2002], or the physicality of the 35mm projector in The Dead as an

inescapable presence, with its whirring noise incorporated as an associated sound).

In this context, projection is simultaneously a rhetorical trope, a mechanism of emis-

sion and a simile of the imagination working in the symbolic space of dreams and

longings, as well as in the physical space reached by the sound. Those prominent

objects are the emissaries of the voice, of the speaking body; they are the vehicles

whereby the voice assumes a physical dimension. Can they, or should they, also be

interpreted and conceptualized within this logic of male and/or female differences?

With respect to the subjectivising condition of loss for the subject, Silverman has

written that “Cinematic projection consequently provides an invaluable metaphor for

conceptualizing the involuntary nature of the sexually differentiating projections
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Derrida also links the appearance of the specter with the labour of mourning since

this work means “to ontologize remains, to make them present, in the first place by

identifying the bodily remains and by localizing the dead.”10 His Specters of Marx

refers to those that remain in a state of wakefulness, those that guard a corpse or a

semi-corpse, but above all they are those that hold an endless conversation with

other spirits and other voices throughout time and history; for example, those of

Trotsky, Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg or Karl Liebknecht.

IV

Follow Me introduces a significant acoustic technique in the effect that it produces:

echoes and reverberations, as well as overlapping voices. The echo and the reverber-

ations of the sound are like the multiple and ungraspable reflections of a constantly

moving mirror. Its qualities are those of a deferred representation, faithful and yet

ungraspable. The echo is an effect of delay in space and time, a message that is

repeated and falls silent; the nervous effect of a form projected in space-time.11 The

echo is a sign that seems the same in its repetition, and is at once something differ-

ent, the expression of something still alive or already extinguished, between life and

non-life. In this respect the echo resembles the specter, the absent presence of a loss,

invisibility that somehow manifests itself; it is of the phenomenological order, unde-

niable in its existence. Throughout Susan Philipsz’s work, we find this spectral con-

dition of the echo, and also of the reflection. In the installation made on the occasion

of the Münster Skulptur Projekt, The Lost Reflection (2007), loss and reflection once

again become the basic conceptual axes around which projections of subjectivity

rotate. Based on the recollection of a song learnt at school — the famous Barcarole

from the opera The Tales of Hoffmann by the composer Jacques Offenbach, based on

several stories by E.T.A. Hoffmann, who is both hero and male alter-ego in this

opera — Philipsz adapts the sung passage to the characteristics of a small lake in the

German city. In 1951, the mercurial opera was also made into a phantasmagoric

filmed adaptation by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressgurger (working as The

Archers). Hoffmann (a poet) dreams and fantasises about the story of three women

(a robotic doll, a greedy Venetian courtesan, and an aspiring opera singer who sings

herself to Death), whom he loves and loses. In one of these tales, “The Tale of

Giulietta”, the namesake steals Hoffmann’s reflection in an enchanted mirror, thus

capturing his soul; meanwhile Giulietta’s reflection takes on life and begins to sing in

her embodied form. Philipsz starts from this scene, set in a gondola coursing along a

Venetian canal, translating her personal adaptation to a small lake in Münster, and

on separate tracks recording both the part sung by Giulietta and that sung by her

Happenings ten years time ago,

Situations we really know,

But the knowing is in the mind,

Sinking deep into the whirl of time.

Sinking deep into the whirl of time.

Walking in the room I see,

Things that mean a lot to me.

Why they do I never know,

Memories don’t strike me so.

Memories don’t strike me so.

Following the immaterial line of all Philipsz’s work, Follow me intervenes acoustically

to mix an existing space with its own history, which it must confront. The place is the

cemetery of Alter Garnisonfriedhof in Berlin. With the date ‘1722’ inscribed at its

entrance, this is the resting place of an estimated 5,000 people, including mass buri-

als of victims of the Second World War. Walking through the place, one cannot

abstract oneself from its strong influence; instead, the imagination wanders in the

midst of an atmosphere of peace, beauty and tranquility. In a similar way to Return-

ing, this cartography of mourning, set amongst the heartfelt monuments of Berlin-

Mitte and of the Tiergarten, gives shape to an ideological and political map — and at

the same time a sentimental and personal one — of the city where the artist lives,

symbolically indicating two places charged with history and also partaking of an

homage and a tribute. In this respect, Returning and Follow me, amongst other

works, possess characteristics attributable to the function of memorials (preserving

memory and restoring the past) but, thanks to their light, modest and anti-monu-

mental form, they are closer to the genre of the private monument, which sutures a

debt pending between the subject and the lost object by way of a personal gesture.

The voice, as a phenomenon, is the trace of a presence, a sign of the sensible, of

existence. The corporality of a specter is not equal to its ghostly image. Derrida says

that once the spirit comes to be distinguished from the specter, the spirit acquires

form and is incarnated as spirit in the specter. Or, alluding to Marx, the specter is the

paradoxical incorporation of the future body, a phenomenal and carnal form of the

spirit, since it is not known whether it is alive or dead, or if it is undead. Spectrality,

already present at the start of Marx and Engel’s Communist Manifesto, “a specter 

is haunting Europe,” is also a phenomenon of repetition, since a specter is always 

a (re)appearance.9 Its comings and goings cannot be controlled because it always

begins by coming back, returning, like the spirit (and the future figure) of the co-

founder of the Communist Party of Germany. 
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by Philipsz, where even the original cover of the Glam-rock Extraterrestrial coming

(in the record cover, Bowie is already on Earth…) down to Earth in a nocturnal

London street is interpreted. It is no accident that we can see this CD as another hom-

age by the artist to a cult pop object that, when it was released in the early 1970s,

became the inspiration for innumerable films, musical shows, theatrical representa-

tions, quite apart from the numerous interpretations of the real identity of Ziggy

Stardust. And to Bowie’s identification with this fictitious character we should now

add that of Susan Philipsz. The bisexuality of the character of Ziggy introduces an

already more than explicit re-inversion of the gender orders. Here, identification eas-

ily takes place, not with, but between the different (male/female) genders. This is

emblematic of another constant within Philipsz’s work— the act of repeating, adapt-

ing and creating her own versions of songs sung by male singers, such as the tor-

mented leader of Radiohead, Thom Yorke, in songs like “Airbag” and “Pyramid Song”. 

The Lost Reflection, with its original source in opera, and Ziggy Stardust (in

Philipsz’s CD version) are further related to the fictional idea of the extravagant 

theatrical show (present in Glam-rock romanticism, with its nostalgic gaze directed

at the past; the film by Powell and Pressburger) could even be classified as Glam-rock-

opera), which sustains all types of identifications, gender projections and reveries of

the self. Her practice not only involves treating the self as a subject, but casts subjec-

tivity as an effect of experimentation with the auditory phenomenological realm. 

This superimposition of numerous voices and genres is already present in Wild is

the Wind (2002) — whose song of the same title by Nina Simone was later adapted by

Bowie himself— which became the origin of a sound installation at the Wind Comb

sculptural ensemble in San Sebastián. The volume of the sound was set so as to make

the spectator draw closer to listen in more detail. “With my work I’m trying to bring

an audience back to their environment, not the opposite. What I’m trying to do is make

[you] more aware of the place you’re in while also heightening your own sense of self.

So the siting of this work is very important, the site becomes the visual element.”12

Being conscious of the self in the setting this is the greatest effect of Susan

Philipsz’s work. The emotional and psychological properties of sound can be a mech-

anism for the individual becoming conscious of him/herself. Besides being an art of

repetition and adaptation, Susan Philipsz’s art is thus an art of perception and recep-

tion: the precise moment when the listener becomes aware of his/her own existence

and becomes conscious of him/herself. By reinterpreting a song, adapting it, creating

her own version of it, repeating it, a difference blossoms, a distinction and a ponder-

ous gap that may arise even within the universality of the most communitarian of

calls to action: The Internationale.13

(Translated from the Spanish by Robert Curwen)

reflection. They call to each other from opposite banks of the lake, endlessly losing

themselves in a game of mirrors, where only the voices remain and where their own

images appear to have vanished into the water. Here we encounter a mirror that no

longer reflects, but breaks up the bodies of the singers (soprano and mezzo-soprano

both interpreted by Philipsz), leaving only their voices with their echoes in the wind.

The lost reflection of the installation’s title is equally that of E.T.A. Hoffmann’s tale,

which inspired the opera by Offenbach, Das Verlorene Spiegelbild. The referential

wealth of Philipsz’s work invites the spectators/viewers to formulate comparisons

between successive adaptations over time: from literature to opera through cinema,

up until the use of sound and sculptural installation in the field of contemporary art.

Together with repetition, the question of adaptation is vital, since any adaptation

(in literature, music, theatre or cinema) supposes a re-interpretation subjected not

only to the subjectivity of the author but also to the characteristics of the medium. 

We could speak here of re-enactments or performances, or simply of a performative

interpretation, that is, an interpretation that transforms what is interpreted and

returns it to the world as something that maintains a link with a past element but

that now, in its renovated form, appears as something unrecognisable to us, or sim-

ply new. The artist seems to want to contribute to this mirror-world where every-

thing resembles itself and is different at the same time, where identity and difference

mutually distance themselves in an infinite process.

As in her adaptation of one of the masterpieces of the history of rock, The Rise 

and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (1972) by David Bowie, which

is sung in its totality by Philipsz a capella, theme after theme, without instrumen-

tal accompaniment, until it generates complete estrangement from the well-known

songs of the original record which become totally unrecognisable. Ziggy Stardust

(Pork Salad Press, 2004) is a CD with the eleven songs of Bowie’s record in versions
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I

Last summer, during my trip to Kassel for Documenta 12, I spoke with the young

Dutch artist, Renzo Martens (b. 1973), who was barely known to me. To be specific,

I had already met Martens, at another point in the summer’s so-called ‘Grand Tour’.

Martens and I had shared a small apartment in Venice with some other colleagues

and artists. I saw very little of him. As the only man in the group, he kept conspicu-

ously to himself. He was quiet, ironing his shirts or practicing yoga. He barely spoke

and impressed me as one of the most detached individuals I had ever met. Ultimately,

thanks to our — coincidentally concurrent — visits to Documenta 12, we only really

began a conversation somewhere near Duisburg, on the drive from Kassel back to

Brussels.

While Valérie Mannaerts, the Brussels and New York-based artist, with whom A

Prior had previously worked, sat concentrated at the steering wheel, manoeuvring

our trajectory amongst German luxury cars, Martens and I reviewed the more mem-

orable work that we had seen at the summer’s rare convergence of international art

events. Knowing that Martens had spent quite a lot of time in Africa, I spoke to him

with some conviction about the recent photographs by the South African artist, Guy

Tillim (b. Johannesburg, 1962). In 2006, during the run-up to the presidential elec-

tions in Congo, Tillim produced a beautiful series of colour photographs.1 He was one

of several artists from the African continent invited by Roger Buergel and Ruth Noack

to participate in the ‘world exhibition’ that is Documenta. Some were even present, in

traditional costume, at the press conference and opening days of the exhibition.

“Tillim’s work is strong,” was how I phrased it to Martens. “His images are taken

at just the right moment, with a real eye for details in the images that can become

symbols. He also has a good sense of staging, using vantage points that ensure that

the whole atmosphere is present — the feeling for the environment of the subject that

he wants to photograph. You have, as it were, a sense that you were there.” (Months

later, I would see those images anew, now through the lens of Martens’ film camera).

Yes, Martens agreed, they are beautiful photographs, “Tillim is a very good photo-

grapher,” he said dryly. “His pictures of the centre of Kinshasa during the elections,

with burning propaganda, screaming crowds, the broad back and high neck of Jean-

Pierre Bemba (one of the presidential candidates), a statue of Patrice Lumumba

(erected by Bemba’s rival, the current Congolese President, Laurent Kabila) as a rev-

olutionary figure in the midst of the seething masses and equally militant Congolese,

the presence of the UN one day before the elections, etc., are all very attractive, life-

like and intriguingly presented." 

When Martens told me that he had been at exactly the same locations at exactly

the same time, filming them for his new film, Episode 3, it surprised me. Kinshasa is
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about poverty and injustice are the first step to any possible solution. Such legitimacy

of course has ethical limits, and these limits are precisely what Martens, as an artist,

wants to focus on in his own investigation. 

II

Intrigued by that first conversation, a few months later, I visited Renzo Martens at his

home in Brussels. The point of departure for our meeting was to talk about Martens’

work, the object of his engagement and its nature. Before I visited him, I watched one

of his earlier films, Episode 1, filmed in Chechnya, where Martens had travelled in

2003. The project had been described for the press with some provocation: 

Episode 1 Renzo Martens (2003, 45’, video) “Renzo Martens pushes his way

into Chechnya — alone, illegal and carrying a Hi8 camera. He takes the role of the

ubiquitous, yet forever undefined, television viewer whose attention everyone 

is fighting for. Against a background of ruins and bombings, he does not ask

refugees, UN employees and rebels how they feel. Those stories are already

known. They already play a role. Instead, he asks them how they think he feels.

The film consequently forms a metaphor for today’s media image economy. At

the same time, there he stands, with his camera, recording. The film is not about

some external phenomenon, but about the conditions of its own existence. This

is the film debut of Renzo Martens.”2

The fact that A Prior Magazine would be working with Renzo Martens had meanwhile

reached the Brussels art scene. The reactions were unanimous: it would be fascinat-

ing but controversial. “Either you love it or you hate it,” was the response that I heard

most often. I have to admit that I was not overcome by either of those feelings on

watching Martens’ first film, Episode1. The film intrigued me, but from a specific per-

spective. I was curious about this artist’s personal engagement, his motivation, about

why he made this kind of film, in which he seems to put himself in the spotlight. Why

in heaven’s name was he adopting such a fragile and untenable position? Were his

motives purely ethical? Could they be called political, or were they purely artistic,

and as such, at liberty to disregard any ethical issues? Or was his conviction a com-

bination of the two perspectives, fuelled by a belief that art can save the world? Can

Martens’ position be compared to that of 19th-century French realistic painters—

such as Jean-Désiré-Gustave Courbet, for example? 

This comparison is prompted by Courbet’s famous painting, L’Atelier du Peintre,

painted in 1855, one of the canonical paintings in the history of modern art. In it,

Courbet himself assumed centre position and, with this in mind, he divided the can-
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a very big city, and those moments leading up to the election took place over a period

of time. Opportunities would have been legion and subjects or varying perspectives in

the thousands. Martens told me something that I might in fact have thought of

myself, namely that most of the photographers (and journalists) in Africa move in

the wake of government organizations. They move around together, a bit like a horde

of bloodsuckers writhing and sucking until they leave their prey behind, spent. Give

or take a few meters, their action radius is usually exactly the same: matching the

security regulations laid out by the NGO’s.

“Most of the photographers,” Martens explained, “take few risks. More often than

not — at least on this trip —I belong to that group as well. We travel in the shadow of

the NGOs, Doctors Without Borders or Unicef. So we all get to see more or less the

same things. Unicef leads us to places where food is being distributed, Doctors With-

out Borders show us how they care for the sick and, next to the UN convoys, you can

usually experience something political or violent. That way, the security people

ensure that the work of the NGOs is seen by the West, that their logos are photo-

graphed and that Westerners are convinced of their good deeds. Funnily enough, it is

only these activities that benefit from press coverage. In other long-term programs —

exploitation of natural resources, starvation on Western-owned plantations and the

launches of rebellions, assassinations and coups — the Westerners involved hardly 

get any media coverage. The NGOs, for example, get barrels of money thanks to the

images that photographers generate of mortally sick or malnourished children,

money that they use, among other things, to expand their projects... If I ask local

Africans what they would really like to do professionally, I often get the answer that

they want to work for an NGO, because in their country, NGO workers live a rich life

in comfortable houses.” 

“In fact,” continued Martens, “I find it a very hypocritical situation. Not because

journalists and photographers would be just a gang of profiteers exploiting others’

poverty by turning it into attractive or impressive images and making piles of money,

but because none of the profits that these images generate return to the people that

deliver the raw material: the poor allowing themselves to be filmed. This makes the

exploitation of filmed and photographed poverty a perfect double (analogy) for rub-

ber, coltan or slave labour. The economical value of these phenomena is denied to the

local population, and consequently, they get hardly anything in return. The poor are

never involved in getting anything back from the exploitation of their poverty, they

have no ownership over it, they are mostly not even aware of the fact that their will-

ingness to be photographed brings in huge amounts of money for the NGO’s”.

Martens is right, I think. But isn’t it true that someone has to show the misery,

write about it, film and photograph it, make it known in the West? The demand and

need for knowledge and news strikes me as legitimate. Information and knowledge
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mix in any case; politics has its aesthetics and aesthetics has its politics. But there is

no formula for an appropriate correlation.”5 In other words, depending on the time or

situation in which one finds oneself, a work of art can be read and interpreted differ-

ently and therefore be seen to be political to a greater or lesser degree. 

Taking Rancière’s position into account, I no longer focused simply on whether or

not Martens’ work was committed. But what of the man, I asked myself; what are his

objectives? What does he expect of his work and is his belief in the political persua-

sion of the arts cut-and-dried? Or is he just out to unmask? Does he just want to show

us a series of mechanisms? 

In conversation with fellow artist Paul Chan, the American, Martha Rosler, was

concerned with the same issue.  “...Artists have a messianic streak. When you go to

art school, ... what they can tell you is that ‘you are the true nobility’. And it can’t be

a nobility of design, it has to be a nobility of the spirit. So every artist feels the mes-

sianic idea that artists are of the utmost importance, and if only we could figure out

what to do or say, we could change everything. That is why we are always worrying

about utopia. And even though this is sort of laughable, it is also valuable. Somebody’s

got to have that self-delusion.”6 Later in the conversation, both artists reached a con-

clusion in their search for the relationship between art and politics, and they formu-

lated it this way: namely, that a mediator is needed between art and politics, and

Martha Rosler eventually concludes that this mediator is knowledge or awareness.

“[W]hat art does is help you reformulate concepts, ideas and beliefs and to become

conscious of things, not in a visceral way alone, but in a cognitive way… .7 Perhaps

Martens’ objective could be to formulate a mediation, to create a means through

which to see reality, to understand and interpret it.

These were issues that I could not just throw at the artist. I would need to speak to

him at length and ask all the related questions. Together with him, I would also have

to get through to the essence of his film, Episode 3, a project still in progress, one that

Martens has already been working on for a few years and for which he has under-

taken several long stays in Africa. As I write, the film is still not quite finished, but I

have been able to preview many raw and unedited clips. Eventually, Martens and 

I also had two long, exceptional conversations, interviews that took place over the

Christmas holidays at the artist’s home in Brussels. 

My intention had been to proceed under the assumption that, on the one hand,

Martens views his film as a kind of mediator that provides information, but at the

same time is art in its own right; and on the other hand, that the film also bears a kind

of anti-aesthetic (a little like the theatrical works of Bertolt Brecht), in which the

author is convinced that neither the art nor the artist has any inherent missionary

task, but can only have educational objectives. This seemed to be a safe starting point

in gaining some understanding of this controversial work. 
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vas into two parts. To his right, he portrayed his financial supporters, friends, fellow

artists, art lovers and so on. In the centre of the canvas, he painted himself, while the

space to his left was reserved for what Courbet referred to as, “the other world of the

trivial life, the people, misery, poverty, wealth, the exploited, the exploiters, people

who live on death... .”3 Courbet believed strongly in the revolutionary potential of the

arts, hence in the political power of art, and in so doing, he saw himself playing a cen-

tral role as a saviour for art and a saviour for society. In painting works like L’Atelier

du Peintre, Courbet was clearly inspired by Proudhon’s Philosophie du Progrès (pub-

lished in 1853), in which Proudhon called on all of society’s intellectuals “to recom-

mence our social and intellectual education” and to ultimately be guided by science,

rather than letting themselves depend completely on the hand of fate. Basing his

ideas on Proudhon’s convictions, Courbet was convinced that art was a better means

of resolving conflict than war. His art would save the world.

What is noteworthy in this comparison is that, in speaking about his work (and to

a certain degree in the work itself), Martens makes a comparable division and like-

wise sets himself at the centre. On the one hand, there are the poor, the exploited

(those being photographed by journalists and photographers), and on the other hand,

the photographers and the journalists themselves, the NGOs, art collectors, galleries,

business executives and financial backers. Renzo Martens himself stands amongst

them, filming himself as both a part of the events and as an investigator of those

events. Nowhere is Martens completely clear about his own position, or so it has

appeared in our conversations. He often feels himself a voyeur, or someone partici-

pating in the exploitation of the poor. At other times, he sees himself as an outsider,

or indeed, he is motivated by an extreme, personal involvement with the victims and

is truly trying to help. In each case, by putting the issue of his own position at the

heart of the entire filmmaking process, Martens is clearly asking one of the most

important philosophical questions in contemporary art, which is whether resistance

and criticism are possible in the arts and whether or not there is even such a thing as

engaged or committed art.

Jacques Rancière, the French philosopher, has written extensively on these ques-

tions. In each case, Rancière has spoken categorically against this notion of ‘engaged’

art. “It can be said that an artist is committed as a person, and possibly that he is

committed by his writings, his paintings, his films, which contribute to a certain type

of political struggle. An artist can be committed, but what does it mean to say that his

art is committed? Commitment is not a category of art. This does not mean that art

is apolitical. It means that aesthetics has its own politics, or its own meta-politics.”4

Consequently, according to Rancière, the core of the problematic relationship between

art and politics is “that there is no criterion for establishing an appropriate correla-

tion between the politics of aesthetics and the aesthetics of politics. (...) They inter-
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work will see the African situation as an outsider, certainly not as someone who is in

fact involved with it, let alone contributing to its perpetuation.

Martens moreover has clear doubts about the potential of showing the suffering

and pain of others in images, and to support his thinking, he refers, among others, 

to Susan Sontag. As Martens puts it, Susan Sontag described it well in her book,

Regarding the Pain of Others. It is, in fact, impossible to visualize suffering. “It seems

too simple to elect sympathy (as a feeling generated by photographs). The imaginary

proximity to the suffering inflicted on others that is granted by images suggests a

link between the faraway sufferers — seen close-up on the television screen — and the

privileged viewer that is simply untrue, that is yet once more a mystification of our

real relations to power. So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to

what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well as our

impotence. To that extent it can be (for all good intentions) an impertinent – if not

inappropriate — response. To set aside the sympathy we extend to others beset by war

and murderous politics for a reflection on how our privileges are located on the same

maps as their suffering may — in ways we might prefer not to imagine — be linked to

their suffering, as the wealth of some may imply the destitution of others, is a task for

which the painful, stirring images supply only an initial spark.”8 In other words,

Martens agrees with Sontag that the pain and suffering of others is in fact impossible

to depict.

In Episode 3, Martens proposed an emancipation project for the poor. He encour-

aged them to embrace their poverty so they can harvest the rewards of their cir-

cumstances. He sent them off with a camera to photograph their own violated women

and corpses, to no longer leave it up to Western photographers selling their photo-

graphs for costly dollars to television stations or collectors in art galleries. Martens

tries to talk them into an African enterprise. At some places or moments, Martens in

fact concludes that no help can be offered as poverty in itself, when it is in places

where NGO’s never come, is worthless, has no economical value. In such cases, he

thinks that for these people, acceptance is the best strategy. 

III

During our second interview, which took place in the afternoon on the day before

Christmas, I saw a more emotional and vulnerable artist, who was visibly moved by

what he had seen and experienced during his many months in Africa. During our con-

versation, we watched fragments from Episode 3 together and talked about the many

sidelines and stories that needed to be developed in the film, such as the education of

local people or a visit to an art gallery. The segment on the art gallery is interesting.

In it, the gallery is exhibiting ‘artistic’ photographs of workers in appalling condi-
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This is probably a good moment to shed some light on the idea behind Episode 3,

the film from which the stills on the preceding pages are taken. Following his travels

through Chechnya, in Episode 1, Martens has once again set out with his camera for

a region scarred by war and poverty. This time, it is Congo. He has travelled both on

his own and with two porters, in the latter case letting himself be directed to various

locations where NGOs were at work. Martens joined a group of journalists and pho-

tographers, and were duly confronted with the food relief activities of Unicef, infir-

maries supervised by Doctors Without Borders and such events as the Congolese

presidential elections. In other segments of the film, we see Martens engaged with

local people. He tries to make the mechanisms of their exploitation clear to them. He

moreover teaches them to photograph their own circumstances, just the way the

white ‘relief workers’ appear to be doing. He teaches them to enjoy their poverty: the

words, “Enjoy Poverty,” are spelled out in big neon lights mounted on a raft with

which he travels along the Congo River. The locals, who speak French, are given a

translation and remain behind, bewildered and uncomprehending. Once Martens 

has summoned these mechanisms of abuse for the viewer (and for the local people),

he goes a step further, confronting Western relief workers, journalists, art photo-

graphers and collectors with their own activities. He tries to show them (using a kind

of Socratic Method) that what they are doing can be seen as patently unethical. As a

result, Martens is repeatedly forbidden to film and at more than one point, the situa-

tion in which he finds himself looks downright dangerous.

Emerging from the first of our two lengthy conversations was an artist with a deci-

sive point of departure: making use of the same strategy as his ‘fellow’ photographers

and journalists, Martens refers to his film as a tautology. “As the producer of the film,

you are always implicated. You are always involved. Many filmmakers and photogra-

phers try to cover this up.” According to Martens, declaring your own position is the

ultimate prerequisite for opening up an external reality. Moreover, on the part of the

filmmaker, exposing or not exposing one’s own position is often tied up with an eco-

nomic implication. As a result, the position of the photographer or filmmaker in this

context can only be recognized when it is lucrative. For example, in presenting help

by a relief worker, the latter (usually a white man or woman) is put in the image, but

where exploitation is being presented as the subject matter, you never see a white

person in the image. Martens refers to Tillim, the white South African whose photo-

graphs were shown at Documenta, and how Tillim ensures that there is never a white

journalist to be seen in any of his photographs, even if, at the events he photo-

graphed, he was surrounded not only by hordes of black protesters, but also by

hordes of white photographers. According to Martens, this is only because Tillim

wants to sketch the situation as an external reality, with which the future buyer of

the work has or wants no real relationship. The person who purchases or sees the
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that nobody in this story wants to take responsibility, that ultimately, only the cor-

rupt African leaders are accused of guilt and not the Western companies that make

sure any leader who does not cooperate with corruption on the one hand and pro-

vides little return to the local population on the other, will be ousted. Indeed, Martens

now has something of ‘the man out to save the world’ about him; a man who, despite

the hardness of his technique, wants to show and teach the world something, who

even pokes his head out from under a mosquito net, in tears over his powerlessness.

For this too is part of implicating oneself in the image: the doubts about one’s own

standpoint, the questions about the intentions of what one does, about the results of

one’s art. In the confusion of images taken at moments of vulnerability and doubt,

this filmmaker finally shows himself not suffering from the same delusions as his 

fellow photographers. Although Martens perceives the film as a tautology, when it

comes down to it, he does somehow want to make a difference. 

(Translated from the Dutch by Mari Shields)
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tions. They seem virtual slaves. Taken by the wife of the manager of the plantation

where the workers were being exploited like slaves, the photographs are being sold

for $600 apiece at the opening of this local gallery, to buyers who include the planta-

tion owner himself. In this scene, Martens’ investigation reaches a climax. Concur-

rently, it is here that cynicism also reaches its apex — not Martens’ cynicism, but that

of the exploiter and the Westerner with the clear conscience, aware of no wrongdoing

whatsoever. Almost equally repulsive, or in any case hard to digest — on Christmas

Eve — is a scene in which a few local men, on Martens’ own instructions, take photo-

graphs of malnourished and literally dying toddlers. They emphatically tell their fel-

low villagers how they will pay nothing for their photographs, cannot give them any-

thing at all, cannot be of any possible use to them and will themselves only earn a

penny from the commercialization of their poverty. These are horrible situations, and

it is at moments like these that I suddenly look at what I am seeing with different

eyes. I feel very involved and responsible for what is happening, and I understand

that Martens here reaches his goal. Consequently, my further questions to Martens

become more personal. How can he film this? How can he deal with his own involve-

ment in this reality?

Martens compares his tactics with those of a satirical tradition, as he tells me

about A Modest Proposal,9 the satirical pamphlet published by Jonathan Swift in

1729, describing how parents should best serve their children to be eaten at fancy

London dinner tables, rather than let them be a burden to themselves or to the state.

At the time, the pamphlet was dismissed as satanic and immoral, but its intention

was to open people’s eyes to the misery prevailing in Ireland in the eighteenth cen-

tury. With this comparison, Martens sees his position as a filmmaker as deviating

from that of ordinary reporters because he brings himself into the image while show-

ing what is happening. By making a film about its own broader parameters, elements

that are normally obscured become obvious and visible. In this way, one’s sense of

involvement also becomes far greater. 

Gradually, in the interview, the artist’s own commitment becomes evident. This is

also reflected in the two different contracts, made between Martens and the local peo-

ple of Kinshasa and its surrounding area (as shown in the pages of this journal). In

the first contract, paraphrasing Central Africa’s most common business practise, we

read a cold statement that any profit of any picture taken of the people will NOT be

returned to them. In the second contract, made at a later period, Martens is less hard

and agrees on sharing any eventual profits with the people portrayed. We move from

the rather cold-blooded, distant observer who has seen a great deal of misery and no

longer believes in the goodness of humanity, to an empathetic individual who asks

himself what he can do to alleviate abuse in Africa, who in total desperation con-

cludes that he can “do nothing for these people”, one who finally wants to complain
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This title came to me at lunchtime on Saturday, 4 August 2007, as I was just finishing

a cabbage roll and sipping green tea from a plastic cup. The concrete floor of the cafe-

teria was worn and cracked, but not noticeably filthy. The mirrored walls were deco-

rated with plastic orchids and reflected shoppers in the Syktyvkar department store,

in the city with the same name. Syktyvkar? I suspect very few who see these words

in print will know exactly where to look for it. It is the capital of the Republic of Komi,

which is almost as big as France.

I sometimes use phrases that come to me out of nowhere as titles for curatorial proj-

ects. Trying to understand something I have heard myself think becomes a way to sift

through fuzzy meanings and articulate them. At first they make sense only on an

infra-intellectual level. Had I been able to define the Continental Unconscious imme-

diately, I might not have chosen it to describe the exhibition I am putting together for

the Art Museum of Estonia. 

The topic is contemporary art and culture in the Republics of Mordvinia, Udmur-

tia, Mari El and Komi. These are homelands for nations related to the Finns and

Estonians and are dispersed across northeastern Russia. Westerners tend to be un-

aware of their existence, and some people even assume that I have made up the for-

eign-sounding names. The Estonians, however, try not to lose track of their distant

cousins. They keep reminding Europe of threats to their survival, give scholarships

to their students, organise ethnographic expeditions and cultural festivals. 

Yet when I first suggested the idea of a contemporary art exhibition about the

‘Finno-Ugrian World’ my Estonian colleagues were appalled. Why spend time in those

remote places, which even specialists describe as ‘the periphery of the periphery’?1

Why stir up ethnocentric sentiments among the Estonians? Why revive an agenda 

of cultural cooperation from the dark Soviet seventies, when Estonian intellectuals

became infatuated with Finno-Ugrian mythology and bonded with their faraway kin?

I admit that I find the very obscurity of the project attractive, but my interest is

not limited to discovering new destinations and filling in some of the last blank spots

on the curatorial world map. For more than twenty years I have wanted to travel

north by northeast and visit these places that are unknown but not exotic. 

This wish was installed in me in July 1986, when I was learning the basics of

Finnish grammar at the University of Turku. On a secretary’s pinboard I noticed a lit-

tle cartoon torn out of a newspaper printed on coarse paper: two cavemen in shaggy

hides, arguing with big gestures around a camp fire. An incomprehensible caption in

Cyrillic with an abundance of exclamation points was accompanied by a marginal

note in pencil: ‘World Congress of Finno-Ugristics. Syktyvkar, 1985.’
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Introduction to Revolutionary Uralistics

Much like the unconscious, Eurasia is ill-defined, sprawling and menacingly mysteri-

ous. The term nowadays appears mostly in vaguely sinister contexts, in advertise-

ments for round-table conferences with Kazakhstan’s President for Life or in refer-

ence to agents of neo-imperialist cultural politics like the Eurasian Academy of

Television and Radio in Moscow. It is hardly ever a brand name that promotes a sense

of fun or advertises user-friendly exoticism.

Eurasia has, however, provoked considerable linguistic and cultural interest. Most

languages in Europe are related to each other and to languages in India and Iran. It

is common knowledge that Finnish, Estonian and Hungarian are not Indo-European,

but few non-linguists would know the other members of the language family they

belong to. It is named after the not very prominent Ural Mountains in northern

Russia where geographers have decided that continental Europe becomes Asia. Philo-

logical convention tells us that this Uralic family tree has two trunks, Samoyedic and

Finno-Ugric, and one loosely attached thicker branch, Sami or Lapp. 

The Samoyeds (this is a Russian derogatory name meaning ‘self-eaters’, cannibals)

are divided into four nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes currently numbering 30,000

altogether. They call themselves Nenets, Enets, Selkup and Nganasan and live in

northwestern Siberia, close to the Urals.

Of the Ugric languages, three survive. Khanty and Mansi are spoken by just 15,000

people in oil-rich western Siberia. Hungarian, on the other hand, is spoken by almost

fifteen million people, which makes it the largest Finno-Ugrian language. Despite

some elaborate theories, no one has been able to explain how and why this Ugric

nation ended up on the Danube and in Transylvania without losing its language.

The Finnic language group is divided into four subgroups. Three of these — Permic

(Komi-Zyryan, Komi-Permyak, Udmurt), Mari (Hill Mari, Meadow Mari) and Mord-

vin (Erzya, Moksha) — are embedded in the northeastern parts of European Russia

and spoken by around three million people. Baltic Finnic (consisting of Finnish, Kare-

lian, Vepsian, Votian, Estonian, Livonian and a few smaller intermediate dialects) is

the fourth and largest subgroup. Finnish is spoken by some five million and around a

million speak Estonian, while the other languages are small and dwindling.

The 85,000 Sami are divided into a number of smaller groups, each with their own

language or dialect, and they are scattered over the northern parts of Norway, Swe-

den and Finland and on Russia’s Kola Peninsula.

Finno-Ugristics seems to be underpinned by a slight emotional unease. As articulate,

self-reflecting nations the Finno-Ugrians are younger than their historical adver-

saries, who speak Germanic, Slavonic or Turkic languages. Finland’s Finnish-speak-
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Last year I finally had the opportunity to visit all four republics, with travel money

provided by the EU. Now, with a couple of months to go before the exhibition opens in

Tallinn’s ultra-modern Kumu Art Museum, I am beginning to understand what the

Continental Unconscious might mean. I see it as a productive metaphor that I can

apply to a field I am simultaneously discovering and creating. 

‘Field’ is of course another metaphor, as is ‘land’, ‘territory’ and ‘province’, to men-

tion only a few of the spatial expressions that are unavoidable in any text about the

life of nations. The Finno-Ugrian geography involves impressive distances, justifying

the addition of ‘continent’ to the list. 

The ‘unconscious’ is always trickier to justify, since we cannot prevent each other

from filling this negative and empty notion with specific meaning. Like other theo-

rists of the unconscious, Freud was aware of the dilemma. He elaborated three com-

plementary points of view to describe and explain the unconscious: “I propose that

when we have succeeded in describing a psychical process in its dynamic, topo-

graphical and economic aspects, we should speak of it as a metapsychological pres-

entation.”2

Freud’s topographical point of view stems from many fruitless attempts to locate

consciousness at particular junctures in the human organism. I am not the first 

to invert this reasoning and propose that land, territory and continent have a con-

sciousness of their own, which may or may not manifest itself in the humans who pop-

ulate them. Man becoming one with the horizon, reaching into the underworld and

the world above, turning the dark innards of the Earth into resplendent metalwork.

These are ancient tropes. 

Could we not also imagine an unconscious of the land, a territorial or continental

unconscious, if some of the operations that work on the human mind are observed

outside the individual?

Repression, Freud says, is the most important such operation. It turns certain

things away from consciousness and keeps them hidden. The metaphor of repression

is often applied to politics, and it might be extended to political and cultural geogra-

phy. Repressed provinces, countries or continents are territories taken off the men-

tal map. From the topographical point of view, they have become unconscious.

This project has required me to travel deep into the culturally specific. I have experi-

enced the Mordvins, Udmurts, Mari and Komi first-hand and through reading. While

they are virtually nonexistent to the outside world, and may soon become invisible

even to themselves, I hope the resulting exhibition will undo some of the repression

and self-repression that has pushed these peoples underground, and also illuminate

possible meanings of the Continental Unconscious.
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ing majority has developed a language-based identity as a therapeutic strategy to

heal the wounds of living in the Kingdom of Sweden for more than six centuries. Some

observers, not only from Russia, accuse the Estonians of over-compensating for a

long history of foreign domination by requiring too much loyalty of their Russian-

speaking minority. The Finno-Ugrian peoples of Russia occasionally speak of them-

selves as their country’s least respected national minorities. 

When under pressure, the Finno-Ugrians tend to take refuge in their culture’s

proximity to nature, its strong sense of continuity and privacy. Apart from the Hun-

garians, they have lived defensively rather than offensively. Their pent-up aggression

is, more often than not, directed inwards and may turn into self-destruction or self-

annihilation.

The artists’ group Archaeopteryx in Izhevsk, the capital of Udmurtia, paraphrased

this tendency in a one-off project a few years ago. In local tradition, the ultimate

revenge for an injustice is to hang oneself at the doorstep of the evildoer. Udmurt

Hangings (2004) consisted of dummies of the artists Maxim Verevkin and Anfim

Khanikov, dangling from hoardings put up in the city by an advertising company that

had failed to pay them the agreed fee for their work. Quite predictably, it created a

scandal, as passers-by mistook their effigies for ‘live’ corpses.

Once in a while some Finno-Ugrians will embark on a crusade against their perceived

subordinate status. An interesting recent case is the so-called Revolution in Uralic

Linguistics, started by Kalevi Wiik (Finland), Ago Künnap (Estonia) and János Pusz-

tay (Hungary) in the early nineties, following the Soviet collapse and its thorough-

going effects on their three countries. 

The standard theory holds that Uralic languages form a family with ‘genetically’

defined mutual relations, that an imagined proto-language existed some 8,000–4,000

years ago around the Ural Mountains and then gradually branched off into the lan-

guages existing today, and others now extinct. There is no consensus among re-

searchers about the exact timing or geographic area. Some claim that the ancestors

of today’s Finno-Ugrians have always inhabited the whole forested area of northeast-

ern Europe and form a substratum for all other forms of human life there.

The substratum is an extraordinarily charged concept in linguistics, developed

independently of psychoanalysis but in many ways reminiscent of the unconscious.

The substratum is not just a layer underlying a particular language, but also the sub-

merged, the repressed, which occasionally strikes back at the visible surface to

avenge a mute population of shadows. Freud puts it well: “The content of the uncon-

scious can be compared with an aboriginal population of the mind.”3

Some experts claim that proto-Uralic might have been created as a lingua franca,

a purpose-built language meant to facilitate trade between different forest peoples
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who could not communicate otherwise. The streamlined grammar of the surviving

Uralic languages would be a reminder of this invention.

The three revolutionaries have much more daring ideas. They see Uralic as the

first language not just in all of northeastern Europe, but in northwestern Europe as

well. They presume it to have survived the last Ice Age (23,000–19,000 years ago) in

the so-called Ukrainian Refuge and to have returned to the north and west of the con-

tinent as the ice caps melted away. 

Wiik, Künnap and Pusztay make room for two other refuges: one on the Iberian

Peninsula (which gave rise to the Basque language) and another smaller one in the

Balkans (where proto-Indo-European hibernated). Their key ideological proposal is

that the ancestors of the Finno-Ugrians must have occupied ‘superior’ parts of

Europe such as the British Isles, the Low Countries or Scandinavia. The smaller size

of the Indo-European refuge is also a soothing retroactive correction of contemporary

realities. 

But the authors of this admirably speculative theory, which has been decried by all

‘scientific’ Uralists, go even further. They abandon the genetic (continuous) model for

explaining inter-language relations and return to the less fashionable Sprachbund

(contiguous) model that operates with physical proximity and language shift (ex-

change of languages between populations) as parameters. 

And why not? The hard evidence that would prove or disprove any theory about

the origin of language is preserved somewhere in the unrecorded past, and we cannot

unveil it until we discover hidden powers of diachronic mind-reading. What a pity

that the revolutionary Uralists have bared themselves to devastating critical enquiry

into its use of printed sources! They have failed to clothe their own unconscious in the

appropriate scientific garb. play the game of their critics rather than substantiating

the merits of speculative thought. On the level of explaining existing phenomena

their theory is also sometimes overly complicated. See for example this extract from

Ago Künnap:

I will try to range [sic] the order of the supposed language shifts in the Uralic

language group. 1) First of all the Lapps took over the Finnic language form. 

2) The Mordvins took over the Mansi language or primarily spoke Mansi. 

3) (Part of ) the Samoyeds took over the Ugric language form. 4) The Mansi-

speaking Mordvins and (Ugric-speaking?) Samoyeds took over the Finnic-Lapp

language form. The Lapps may have preserved some substratum from some

other (Basque type?) language, the Ugrians — some substratum from a Paleo-

siberian type (from the Samoyeds?), the Samoyeds — some substratum from a

Paleosiberian (partly also Ugric?) type, the Mordvins — some substratum from

an Ugric (Mansi?) type of language.4
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on sale in bookshops across Russia, claims that his family were originally Vepsians, a

Baltic Finnic people of some 8,000 souls who do not have a literary language or even

an officially sanctioned orthography. 

Czarist Russia offered no official support for its non-Russian minorities. At best,

they were left to their own devices. They featured prominently in the many peasant

uprisings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. While a minimum of learning

might have been brought to them by Orthodox missionaries, Christianity was never

convincingly implanted among the Mordvins, Mari and Udmurts, who still see them-

selves as Europe’s last pagans. 

The revolution in February 1917 unleashed an unprecedented wave of political

activism among the Empire’s smaller nationalities. The majority of the Finno-Ugrian

peasant population supported the Socialist Revolutionaries, who pushed for radical

land reform. Yet enthusiasm for political innovation did not die down after the Bol-

shevik takeover and regional communist rulers secured a degree of autonomy for

themselves after the civil war and famine of the early 1920s. 

Stalin, who at this time was People’s Commissar of Nationalities, launched a pro-

gramme of post-revolutionary nation building for the non-Russian peoples, including

the policy of korennizatsiya (‘rooting’) to foster indigenous administrative and cul-

tural elites. In the thirties, when he had secured his grip on centralised power, he

brusquely reversed these priorities.

Nevertheless, a system of national homelands was gradually put in place. Internal

migration, intermarriage and the decline of school teaching in languages other than

Russian led to far-reaching assimilation of the Finno-Ugrians in the 1960s and 1970s,

and they eventually became minorities in their own Autonomous Soviet Socialist

Republics. There were twenty of these when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, and

most of them are now constituent parts of the officially ‘multi-national and multi-cul-

tural’ Russian Federation.

Their status remains ambiguous. They are sovereign on paper, but not even semi-

independent in practice. They have their own capitals, flags, anthems, airlines, tele-

vision stations and high commissions in Moscow, but usually very little control of

their natural resources. Until recently they elected their own presidents and parlia-

ments, but they are subordinated to the governors of the seven ‘super-regions’,

appointed by the Russian president. The Finno-Ugrian republics in particular lead

anonymous political lives.

In preparation for the exhibition in Tallinn I have visited these four republics several

times. Foreigners are allowed to travel in Putin’s Russia, provided that they continu-

ously register with the local branches of the Migration Authorities. A working knowl-

edge of Russian is necessary, since very few people outside Moscow and St Petersburg
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Unconscious or semi-conscious desires may infect even the vastest of continents. The

nations who populate them all have their own claims to greatness, which often in-

volve showing bullying or uppity foes their right place. Linguistics, ethnology, archae-

ology, history and other humanitarian disciplines are often, much more often than is

usually acknowledged, driven by unexamined collective emotion: pride and resent-

ment, anticipation and disappointment. Cultures and nations that are uneasy about

their own status are even more likely than others to illustrate these tendencies. 

The Strange Birth of Russia

Despite all its epic history of suffering at the hands of homegrown and foreign

tyrants, Russia is a young nation, not much more than a thousand years old. Despite

its desire to awaken the fears of its smaller neighbours and global competitors, Russia

is insecure and has repeatedly faced serious threats to its own existence. 

The best way to understand Russia, I have always thought, is to see it through the

eyes of its non-Russian subjects with their alternative histories: invasion and expul-

sion, defiance and submission, collaboration and obstruction, repression and self-

repression. These ‘strange-born’ peoples (inorodtsy in Russian, a pre-revolutionary

term which is no longer politically correct) continue to add their own semantics to

the semiotic superstructure of the Russian state, which is still under construction.

The ethno-linguistic makeup of today’s Russia, like that of all other European coun-

tries, is a result of population shifts that started during the Dark Ages, the largely

unscripted centuries after the collapse of the unified Roman Empire. The eastward

expansion of Slavonic-speakers is believed to have started in the fifth century from an

indistinctly defined area of central Europe. Some researchers have located it in the

Byelorussian marshlands now depopulated because of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster. 

Migratory Slavonic tribes eventually imposed their language on Baltic and Finno-

Ugrian populations in the forested lands to the east and northeast. The Yatvingians

and Galindians, the Merya, Muroma and other tribes whose names are now forgotten

soon found themselves exiled into the substratum of the modern Russian language.

Russia is continuously subverted by otherness and diversity. In this supposedly

centralised empire we hardly find a single region or district that is culturally fully

homogenous, nor many figures of importance without some non-Russian ‘blood’. 

Lenin was from Simbirsk on the Volga and counted Kalmyks among his ancestors.

The Kalmyk, ‘those who were left behind’ are a Mongol people who settled on the

steppes of southern Russia. Stalin was from Georgia and half-Ossetian. The Ossetians,

a northern Persian people, boast the largest number of ‘Heroes of the Soviet Union’

(an honorary title for distinguished soldiers in the Second World War) in relation to

population size. Vladimir Putin, the current Leader whose air-brushed photograph is
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speak English or any other western language. If you meet these conditions you are,

in principle, free to make contact with most of those active in contemporary culture

and gather the intelligence you need. 

Mordvinia

I arrived in Saransk at half past three in the morning on 14 July 2007, after six hours

of immobile confinement in a small and rickety plane belonging to Mordvinian Air-

lines — apparently always the last in line to take off from Moscow’s Domodedovo

Airport. I later learned that flying to Saransk is pointless anyway, since the Mord-

vinian sleeper train is new and comfortable and the distance from the Capital is only

600 kilometres. 

This proximity to Muscovy has thwarted the project of strengthening and devel-

oping Mordvin identity, self-esteem and cultural unity. Russian leaders, whether

czars, commissars or oligarchs, have always been wary of these particular inorodtsy,

who number more than a million and are somehow too close for comfort. 

The Russians’ name for this nation (Mordvá) includes the collective suffix – vá,

which they tend to use only for geographical entities that concern them intimately:

Moscow (Moskvá), Lithuania (Litvá), Tartary (Tatarvá). The root mord–, probably of

Iranian-Scythian origin, means ‘man’. It reappears in the indigenous names for the

Mari (whom pre-revolutionary Russia called ‘Cheremis’) and the Udmurts (previ-

ously ‘Votyaks’). In the Komi-Zyryan language, mort also means ‘man’. 

Yet the Mordvins hesitate to see themselves as one community. Alexander Bego-

vatkin is a learned archaeologist and historian and Deputy Director of the Regional

History Museum in Saransk, with over 300,000 objects in storage. He tells me that

his once belligerent nation has occupied the wooded flatlands on the right bank of the

Volga, and originally also the areas to the northwest, at least since the third century

when they paid tribute to the Ostrogoths. Several Viking burials sites have been ex-

cavated here. There were originally thirteen Mordvinian subgroups with their own

dialects. Many of these remain patchily researched to this day. 

At some point in the early middle ages, around 1100 when contacts between the

Mordvins and the Russians were already established, two main ethno-linguistic

groups had emerged, the Moksha and the Erzya. Their languages are closely related,

but not mutually understandable without effort. The Mordvins themselves even reject

the idea of the unified nation (some Erzya consider themselves more ‘European’ than

the Moksha) but the Russians, ever suspicious of people whose languages are a mys-

tery to them, have a saying: U Mordvy dve mordy, a shkura odna (‘The Mordvin has

two snouts, but only one skin’). 
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I am told this by the poet and singer-songwriter Alexander Arapov, the editor-in-

chief of the official Erzya-language literary journal Syatko (‘Spark’) who has dedi-

cated his life to creating and promoting literature in his sonorous mother tongue but

whose children speak only Russian. He agrees that the language ecology of Mord-

vinia, the survival or death or possible unification of the two languages, is ultimately

the responsibility of their speakers and can never be fully policed by the authorities

in Saransk or Moscow. 

In theory, street names in Saransk should be given in three languages, but I could

only spot three or four such signs. Inside the newly built Mordvinian National The-

atre, where productions are in either Erzya or Moksha, all signage is in Russian,

which is also the language the staff uses among themselves. 

In Russia the age-old dysfunctional relation between country and city was allowed

to deteriorate beyond repair during seven Soviet decades of rushed industrialisation

and brutally imposed collective farming. It has become almost impossible to maintain

linguistic diversity among the newly urbanised populations in the national republics.

The prestige of languages other than Russian is so low that there is little incentive for

the new generations in the post-Soviet towns and cities to learn them.

The Republic of Mordvinia contains only a small part of the Erzyas and Mokshas,

many of whom live in small communities in the neighbouring regions and even beyond

the Urals. In Russian collective consciousness, Mordvinia is associated with the Gulag.

There are still many prison camps in the republic. On a similar but more positive note,

Saransk is known as the city where the legendary Russian literary scholar Mikhail

Bakhtin (1895–1975), theorist of the ‘dialogical’ and the ‘carnivalesque’, spent long

years of internal exile. The Mordvinian State University still employs some of the spe-

cialists he trained in the 1960s.

In Putin’s prosperous, post-democratic Russia it is not surprising that Mordvinia,

which already in the turbulent 1990s counted as the least assertive of the national

republics, tries to exploit its proximity to Moscow and win favours from central gov-

ernment. This was always the way to do provincial politics in Russia. In mid-July

Saransk organised Shumbrat Finno-Ugriya! (‘Hail, Finno-Ugrians!’), a megalomania-

cal official festival ‘for the whole family’ (i.e. populist and about nothing; carniva-

lesque, but hardly dialogical), which was originally supposed to gather representa-

tives of all the Finno-Ugrian nations and countries.

Putin flew in for an informal meeting with the Finnish President Tarja Halonen and

the Hungarian Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány. In April and May Russia had stirred

up a violent response to the Estonian government’s decision to move a Soviet-era

monument to the Unknown Soldier from the centre of Tallinn, and even launched a

large-scale cyber-attack on vital internet servers in Estonia. It appears that Russia
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surfaces (mostly faces of young female models) and expressive swaths of untreated

wood. I like to think of these rough areas, left outside the artist’s active control but

contained within the carefully calibrated whole of the sculpted image, as a metaphor

of the unconscious, a treacherous ‘substance’ into which we probe at our own risk. 

Udmurtia

My next destination was the village of Zhozlud-Kaksya in the district of Vavozh in

western Udmurtia. I went there together with a handful of artists I had invited to 

the exhibition in Tallinn as outside commentators: Sándor Bodó from Hungary, Mark

Raidpere from Estonia, Nina Roos from Finland and Darius Ziura from Lithuania.

We participated in the ‘ethno-futurist’ art workshop Ser No Tur (‘Sharp, Fast Move-

ment’) organised by the Udmurt artists Yuri Lobanov-Kuchiran, a printmaker, graphic

designer and performance artist, and Sergei Orlov, a painter. This was one in a series

of events continuing the Soviet tradition of the artists’ summer camp or plein air. It

gathered artists and art historians from the so-called ‘Finno-Ugrian World’ in the

recently built school of the ethnically Udmurt village, whose dirt roads, log cabins and

utility stores looked almost exactly like those in the photographs by Darius Ziura that

illustrate this essay. 

At first, collective life in the school with shared dormitories and washrooms and

canteen meals at fixed hours was exotic to us foreigners, a flashback to school and

military service, but after half a day we had completely adapted to a life without indi-

vidual logistical initiative. A calligraphic banner in one of the classrooms proclaimed:

‘How nice that we have all gathered here, together!’ Traditional Russian collectivism

is both cheerful and intrusive.

No one has been able to tell me exactly what ethno-futurism is, but it has very little

to do with futurism as we know it from art history. The term was coined around 1990

and originally applied to a regionalist poetry movement in eastern Estonia. It spread

through the Finno-Ugrian cultural networks that had been set up in the last years of

the Soviet perestroika, with cultural festivals and gatherings of democratically

minded dissidents in the Finno-Ugrian republics. Since the mid-1990s it has been

used mainly in the visual art circles of their capitals, and in even more remote loca-

tions such as Khanty-Mansiysk, capital of the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous District.

Ethno-futurism has also caught the attention of Turkic-speaking Tartar, Bashkir and

Chuvash artists, but the movement does not seem to have many followers beyond the

Volga basin.

From what I have seen, I would characterise ethno-futurism as an updated visual-

isation of Finno-Ugrian tradition in established art formats and techniques. The
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wanted to test whether the EU and NATO would stand by its new members in a situa-

tion of crisis. The Estonians received some support after initial hesitance, but their

President Toomas Hendrik Ilves was not invited to the festival, which is why Saransk

had a brief moment of fame, at least in Estonia and Finland.

In the aftermath, when the customary media silence resumed, the outspoken oppo-

sitional newspaper Erzyan Mastor (‘The Erzya Land’) was closed by the authorities

for criticising the expense lavished on the event. 

My main reason for going to Saransk was the Stepan Erzya Museum. I want to dedi-

cate part of the exhibition in Tallinn to individuals who have emerged from the Finno-

Ugrian nations and made a name for themselves in the arts or in learning. 

Stepan Nefyodov-Erzya (1876–1959) was of humble origin, born in a Mordvinian

village, but became one of the subtlest and most advanced Russian sculptors of the

pre-revolutionary generation. In social status, outlook and education Erzya was sim-

ilar to his Romanian colleague Constantin Brancusi. He worked in Italy and France

before the First World War, but his pseudonym indicates that he was not indifferent

to ethnicity. This was the period of national romanticism.

In 1914 he returned to Russia and was kept there by war and revolution. He never

abandoned his refined impressionist approach to sculpture, but fine-tuned it to suit

the more decorative and monumental requirements of the inter-war period. In the

early twenties Erzya worked in the Urals and the Caucasus. He took commissions

from the Soviet authorities and planned gigantic sculptural undertakings, turning

entire mountains into monuments. These projects were not realised. Erzya did not

adapt his style to fit either modernist or socialist realist tendencies in Soviet art. 

In 1926, before Stalin had secured his grip on power, the government sent Erzya

abroad as a ‘cultural ambassador’, much like the filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein. He

ended up in Buenos Aires, where he soon established himself as a respected Russian

eccentric. In 1934 he proposed to sculpt Rio de Janeiro’s Sugarloaf Mountain into the

image of a lion. This project was also not realised. In the 1940s he made contact with

the newly opened Soviet embassy in Argentina and was persuaded to return to the

Motherland. 

After many attempts he received permission to move to Moscow in 1950, but once

he was back it was of course impossible for him to leave again. The borders were her-

metically closed and life in Stalin’s USSR was harsh, especially for a ‘bourgeois for-

malist’ artist who had lived abroad for twenty-four years. His lame attempts at social-

ist realism can be studied in the Stepan Erzya Museum in Saransk, where most of his

surviving works are kept.

In Argentina he had discovered quebracho, a local hardwood, and many of the

pieces on display in Saransk make use of the contrast between sculpted and polished
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ethno-futurists draw their inspiration from mythology, folklore and coded represen-

tational systems such as folk embroidery or prehistoric art. They are especially influ-

enced by metal artifacts from the seventh century BC to the tenth century AD in the

so-called Perm Animal Style, crafted by the ancestors of today’s Udmurts and Komi.

With very few exceptions, artists in the Finno-Ugrian republics stay away from poli-

tics or social commentary, unless we consider the formal repertoires of ethnic revival

political in themselves. Artists have a very weak position in these societies, where

there is no contemporary art context, very little public tolerance for formal experi-

ments, and none at all for unauthorised political messages.

The single most intriguing activity in Zhozlud-Kaksya—and perhaps during the whole

expedition — was the two-day introduction to Holotropic Breathwork conducted by

Sergei Orlov. This technique of controlled hyperventilation is an adaptation of yogic

breathing practices developed in California in the 1960s by Czech-born psychothera-

pist Stanislav Grof as an auxiliary to his controversial LSD therapy. 

Orlov had become acquainted with it at a workshop in Novosibirsk. That city’s

Akademgorodok (‘Academy Town’), once a refuge for elite Soviet researchers, now

also seems to accommodate speculative, occult learning that draws on the association

with Academia to enhance its prestige. Mentioning ‘our scientists’ is always a valid

selling argument in post-Soviet Russia, almost as persuasive as hushed references to

‘secret laboratories’ run by ‘certain services’ somewhere ‘on the outskirts of Moscow’. 

Orlov hinted at all these subterraneous connections when he introduced his sub-

ject to us, to put himself and us in the right conspiratorial mood. He was pre-condi-

tioning us, setting us up for the transpersonal semantic field we were about to enter.

We would ascend through various layers of consciousness, which he described in

some detail, and would eventually travel freely outside our bodies, equipped with

enhanced inner vision but shielded from hearing anything save for the cosmic reso-

nance of collective prayer...

Stanislav Grof has been credited with obtaining “experimental proof of the fact that

the unconscious is holistic in its transpersonality.”5 Holotropic Breathwork is a trade-

mark, a business empire with licensed practitioners across the western world. Clearly,

we were being treated to a pirated version adapted to the conditions of the Russian

underground. This copy was at least as interesting as the original.

The workshop consisted of several sessions accompanied by loud Tibetan-style

music and lasting an hour and fifteen minutes, a recommended length for beginners.

We were instructed to lie flat on our backs and to inhale and exhale forcefully with-

out any pauses throughout the session. We were told not to worry about dizziness,

headaches or contractions during the exercise; those were natural reactions to our

steeply increased intake of air, the whole point of the exercise being to induce out-of-

(page 204)

Utility Store ‘Hope’, from the series ‘Visuals/Udmurtia’ – Darius Ziura



the-ordinary mental experiences by over-saturating the brain with oxygen. Orlov

would, however, ambulate and gently reanimate us if at some point we stopped

breathing.

The collective debriefing or ‘flight reports’ after each session was a key element of

the exercise. Russian-speakers are, as a rule, competent verbalisers. Yet their highly

inflected language also generates an abundance of ready-made discourse that tends

to privilege the literary over the intuitive. Although I personally failed to experience

anything but lucid concentration on my conscious thoughts, some other participants

reported remarkable inner journeys and immediately proceeded to visualise them in

painting, assemblage or textile compositions.

From our base camp in the village school we made another trip into post-Soviet col-

lective memory, a museum dedicated to the poet, ethnologist, linguist and educator

Kuzebai Gerd (1898–1937), who was born to a family of schoolteachers in the district

of Vavozh. His official Russian name was Kuzma Chainikov; the pseudonym Gerd

means ‘knot’ in Udmurt. 

Its bearer, who has been characterised as a one-man university of Udmurt culture,

was indeed a man of many connections and entanglements.6 A cross-dressing actor,

singer and village drama coach in his earliest youth, he emerged as a revolutionary

poet in the years after the revolution, adapting the exclamatory idiom of Vladimir

Mayakovsky to his own Udmurt language. He was a prime example of the ‘rooted’

intelligentsia, a new generation of minority people who would no longer suffer the old

nicknames and who seem to have genuinely believed in sustainable regional self-

determination under centralised state socialism.

Kuzebai Gerd returned to Udmurtia after graduating from Moscow’s Institute of

the Oriental Peoples and taught at the Communist Party High School in Izhevsk. In

1930, the year of the state-induced Ukrainian famine and of Mayakovsky’s disillu-

sioned suicide, his poetry still sounds confident and even triumphant.

Some 

cried in a corner...

Some

hid in a hole...

Some

ran to the forest,

To not have to hear

how

They,

whom he thought of as friends,
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elite — some say 3,000 people, some say 5,000 — and threatened to impale them out-

side Kazan’s walls unless the city was ceded without armed resistance. The War Party,

which had the upper hand in Kazan at the time, refused to give in, and so the leading

stratum of Udmurt society was massacred. 

Kazan was sacked soon afterwards, and the Tartar Khanate was the first non-

Slavonic state to be incorporated into Russia. Muscovite soldiers cut off the ears and

noses of Udmurt survivors to mark them before they disbanded into the forests

northeast of their capital Arsk (Archa in Udmurt). Its stately oak palisade survived

until the war winter of 1943, when it was chopped down for firewood.

After the peasant uprisings in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, smithery

was prohibited to the Udmurts and other peoples of the Volga Basin. Instead, many

foundries and weapon factories were built by Russian landowners in the eighteenth

and nineteenth centuries and the forests were felled to fuel them. Because of this mil-

itary-industrial complex Udmurtia was ‘closed’ throughout Soviet history. Izhevsk is

famous as the home of the Kalashnikov rifle, the Izh motorcycle and other heavy-

duty machinery. Foreigners could visit only after 1991. 

The artist Yuri Lobanov-Kuchiran, creator of the Udmurt flag and coat of arms,

immediately accepted the Continental Unconscious as a meaningful notion and

already uses it in conversation as if it were an established term. A keen observer of

‘subtle structures’ in the spiritual world, he talks of territorial grief and of the trau-

matic memories of rape and plunder engraved into the undulating landscape of his

republic. The land, he says, does not forget the injury it has suffered.

Mari El

As the commuter train from Kazan approached Yoshkar Ola (the name was invented

in the revolutionary twenties and means both ‘Red City’ and ‘Beautiful City’) it felt as

if the locomotive was cutting its own path through the scruffy forest, like a lancet

parting the tissue of a host organism to lay bare some pulsating internal organ of a

different order. Mari El (the ‘Mari Land’) does feel special and out of the way, partly

because its capital is served only by a connecting railway track, partly because it is

one of Russia’s poorest and least developed regions, with few natural resources other

than the trees, mushrooms and berries of the forest and sand for glassworks.

Yoshkar Ola is an unlikely candidate to be the capital of anything, particularly of a

republic that includes the picturesque old merchant town of Koz’modemyansk, which

sits conveniently on the right bank of the Volga. Yet access to the artery of Central

Russia was for some reason considered unimportant, and this inland military outpost

was chosen as the administrative centre of the Mari Autonomous Soviet Socialist

Republic. For its de facto rulers, high-ranking party managers from the Central Com-
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Put him down

with the coarsest of words:

‘Votyak!’

[...]

Stand up,

Bewinged,

Free,

Soviet,

Happy...

From now on:

Udmurt!

For ever

And ever!7

Artlessly but truthfully the museum guide told us what happened next. Stalin no

longer had any use for nationally-minded revolutionaries, who were among the first

to be liquidated in the accelerating purges of the thirties. In 1932 Kuzebai Gerd was

accused of belonging to the secret ‘Union for the Liberation of the Finnic Peoples’ and

of conspiring with the Finnish embassy in Moscow. After an early rehearsal of the

Stalinist show-trial, these fictional crimes were punished with a lengthy prison sen-

tence. 

The poet was locked away in the notorious camp in the former monastery on

Solovki Island in the White Sea. His name was erased from public discourse, his

works removed from circulation and the print-runs destroyed. Family members tied

the books in his private library into bundles and sank them at night through the ice

on the Izhevsk Pond. Even the meager material belongings of the repressed were con-

taminated with danger. 

In 1937, when the Great Terror peaked, Kuzebai Gerd was executed by gunshot as

his prison was cleared for new arrivals. He was posthumously ‘rehabilitated’ only in

the late 1980s, when perestroika had trickled down to the ethnic minorities of the

Soviet provinces. As part of the exhibition I am planning, the entire memorial mu-

seum in Vavozh will be transported to Tallinn, together with three museum guides.

Stalin’s reign was not the first hardship inflicted on the Udmurts. The story of a geno-

cide in the sixteenth century has been kept alive by the population and is still told to

visitors today. 

Until Ivan the Terrible’s conquest of Kazan in 1552, the Udmurts were vassals and

allies of the Tartar Khan; that year their contingents raided Prince Kurbsky’s troops

as he marched on Tartary. In retaliation, the Muscovites captured the entire Udmurt
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mittee of the Communist Party in Moscow, Yoshkar Ola was always a hardship post-

ing. Disparaging the town’s enduring backwardness and obscurity, they nicknamed it

Koshmar Ola (‘Nightmare Ola’). Did they pause to think of their own possible contri-

butions to this state of affairs? That is not very likely. Self-reflection and critical

thinking is not part of the survival kit for imperial or totalitarian executives.

Several generations of buildings in delayed and watered-down versions of the

Soviet architectural styles have done nothing to brighten up the overall impression.

There is the Mari-language National Theatre, which looks like a Stalininst blueprint

from the thirties but was actually put up in the early sixties. There is the Szom-

bathely high-rise suburb, built in the eighties and named after Yoshkar Ola’s Hungar-

ian twin city (which of course has a similar area called Yoshkar Ola).

Leonid Markelov, the current President of the Republic of Mari El, is a Russian biz-

nesmen of rather unclear provenance whose re-election in 2004 was democratically

flawed but agreeable to the powers that be. His policies constitute a sharp reversal of

the nationally-minded, culturally-specific political agenda in Mari El just after the col-

lapse of the Soviet Union. 

Vladislav Zotin, its first post-Soviet President, belonged to the Hill Mari ethnic

group. Among other things, he approved the official revival of the traditional Mari

pagan religion now known as the National Belief or People’s Faith. There is still a kart

(High Priest) who makes public appearances in a white embroidered caftan acces-

sorised with a brimless white hat. He is considered to be a somewhat pathetic fellow

traveller by the conspiratorial Mari political activists of the Mari Ushem (‘Mari

Council’). Whenever President Markelov falls ill, they claim that he has been sub-

liminally affected by the concentrated power of the population’s passive-aggressive

hatred of him.

It can be alarmingly difficult to distinguish between the renaissance of traditional

Mari beliefs and the New Age spiritual clichés that have become a staple in post-

Soviet society. I have met well-educated Mari professionals beaming with joy after

visiting an excavation site at Arkaim in the southern Ural mountains, “the ancestral

home of the Aryan people, and therefore also of the Mari.” In Russia, neo-paganism is

not restricted to the Finno-Ugrian republics. There are also Slavonic and Turkic

enthusiasts, and the boundaries separating them from other esoteric groups, such as

the neo-Zoroastrians headquartered in Perm, are sometimes blurred. 

A typical feature of Putin’s Russia, in addition to the aggressive presence of the offi-

cial Orthodox church, is the proliferation of large, brand-new sporting facilities, mar-

keted as gifts to the population by prominent local politicians and, lately, paid for

directly by the President’s supporting party United Russia. Mari El, where salaries
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are almost as low as in war-torn Chechnya, has a large and opulent skating rink and

an even larger and more opulent hippodrome. Tickets to these public facilities are

unaffordable to most of the republic’s inhabitants.

Yet the Markelov era’s most spectacular addition to architectural heritage is the

cluster of concrete and yellow brick houses in a unique neo-Venetian style that is

being erected in the city centre next to the Parliament, the President’s Office, the City

Council and Hotel Yoshkar Ola, all dating from the sixties and seventies. This is

‘Capital’, the President’s Special Construction Programme. Rumour has it that Mrs.

Markelov once took a holiday in Venice, that she fell in love with the building style of

the oligarchic republic and that, upon her return home, Yoshkar Ola’s chief architect

was promptly sacked. The First Lady’s simulacrum shows an uncanny surface resem-

blance to the real thing. There is even a National Gallery of Visual Art, vaguely in-

spired by the Doge’s Palace, with stairs in slippery polished granite, crooked ready-

made plaster ornaments, intarsia parquet floors and walls painted mint green. It was

inaugurated in late November and is already crumbling.

Mari El is a land charged with myth, with ancient and invented tradition, with sup-

pressed and repressed memory that must somehow find an outlet. All four Finno-

Ugrian republics in Russia display features that help me identify real-life meaning for

the notion I have invented, but Mari culture in particular, has come to embody the

obscurity which is a constituent part of the Continental Unconscious. In Mari El the

darkness that has descended over these territories — which even minds formatted 

by Soviet political atheism tend to call ‘godforsaken’— is part of everyday life and

becomes palpable even to the casual visitor. 

In many ways this is paradoxical. Light, the colour white and the substance of sil-

ver are of great importance to the Mari self-image. In the traditional belief system,

where celestial bodies governed life on earth, the sun was revered as Keche yumo

(‘Sun God’), and he was accompanied by Keche sukso (‘Sun Angel’), Keche püryshö

(‘Decider of the Sun’s Fate’) and Keche ava yumo (‘Mother of Sun God’). Geese and

cattle were sacrificed to them.8 The nationalist religious sect Kugu sorta (‘Big Can-

dle’), founded in the 1770s but most active in the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries, replaced animal sacrifice with votive candles and promoted an all-white

costume of homespun linen.9 Sun-bleached linen was already the dominant material

in the traditional dress of the Mari (and, to be fair, of the Slavonic Russians). Akpatyr

(‘White Hero’ in Tartar), the personification of national enlightenment, is based on

the character of a sixteenth century Mari noble who entered into the service of the

Russian Czar. He is also the main protagonist of the first Mari-language opera, which

premiered in 1963. To this day, the Mari are especially fond of springs rich in the sil-

ver ions that kill all microbes and make water extraordinarily clear.
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The Soviet Union engaged in large-scale production of literature for small peoples.

The Maxim Gorky Literary Institute in Moscow, founded in 1933 at Gorky’s own 

initiative, continues to educate novelists, poets and critics who write in Russian or

other languages of the Federation. Among its many students was Valentin Kolumb

(1935–74), the most promising Mari poet of his generation. He had grown up during

the darkest years of the NKVD massacres and the Second World War, which claimed

victims from every single village of the immense empire, including the Finno-Ugrian

republics which were never under German occupation. His father was jailed by Stalin

in the thirties and then killed in battle in 1943.

Valentin Kolumb developed into a prolific and accomplished poet. In many ways, he

was a typical propagandist for the more nuanced optimism that replaced the manda-

tory tropes of Stalinism under Khrushchev’s rule in the early 1960s. Most literature

from this period now comes across as ideologically clumsy and almost unforgivably

naïve. Yet the collected poems of Valentin Kolumb, who wrote only in Mari although

he knew Russian well, are now being re-published in Yoshkar Ola together with his

Mari translations of classics like Shakespeare and Goethe or the Finnish Kalevala.

In the early 1960s Kolumb was a celebrated figure, publishing his poetry and work-

ing as a radio journalist and editor-in-chief of the Mari literary publishing house.

Around 1966 attitudes towards him changed and his work was no longer deemed

printable. deemed deserving of print. Instead he became editor of the literary journal

Onchyko (‘Forwards’), but the publication soon came under fire for failing to promote

political orthodoxy.

The story of the last days of Valentin Kolumb’s life was told to me by the politician,

journalist and literary scholar Vladimir Kozlov, who also edited Kolumb’s collected

works.11 It crystallises the condition of the creative intellectual under totalitarianism.

On 4 December 1974, the Communist Party convened a special session to evaluate

the literary and political activities of Comrade Valentin Khristoforovich Kolumb. The

poet was verbally abused by the apparatchiks and none of his colleagues or friends

dared stand up for him. He did not speak a word to anyone and disappeared for 

four days. No one knows where he was and what he did, but when he reappeared on 

8 December he was blind. His last words, before he died that day, were “Why is it 

so dark?”

Seventeen grand poetry festivals have been organised in memory of Valentin Kolumb

since 1990, sometimes gathering as many as 7,000 participants. His verses are also

performed at less ambitious events. The evening programme at the Vladimir Ilyich

Lenin Cultural Centre in Yoshkar Ola on 22 December 2007, which I attended, was an

unwieldy mix of poetry readings and Mari-language pop music organised by Radio

Mari El, a music station set up by the reluctant authorities following criticism of the
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However, traditional religions also take forces of darkness and evil into account.

Keremet, the main deity of the underworld and a Mari version of the Devil, was never

one to be treated carelessly.10 It has often been difficult to keep him at a safe distance. 

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Mari found themselves squeezed be-

tween Tartary and Muscovy. The Hill Mari, on the right bank of the Volga, sided with

Moscow, whereas the Meadow Mari, on the left bank, became allies of Kazan. After

the fall of Kazan there followed a long and cruel insurgency in the Volga Basin, known

as the Cheremis Wars of 1552–85. The Mari were eventually incorporated into Rus-

sia, but not quite subjugated, and they never forgot this period and its death toll. A

surviving Russian expression says it all: S odnoi storony – cheremis; s drugoi storony

– beregis’! (‘On the one hand, the Cheremis; on the other hand, watch out!’) 

In a gesture of loyalty to Moscow that might have been ill-advised in its perverse

arrogance, President Markelov recently erected a bronze equestrian statue outside

Hotel Yoshkar Ola of Prince Obolensky, a Russian commander in the Cheremis Wars

who would have had a hard time explaining his activities to a modern war crimes tri-

bunal. 

There is another public sculpture in the Mari capital that might be interpreted as

a foreboding of disaster. On 24 June, 1936, the twenty-one-year-old parachutist Nata

Babushkina came to Yoshkar Ola with an aviation show. The parachute failed, how-

ever, and she fell from the sky like a human meteorite before a shocked provincial

audience. Her marble head, one of the very few monuments to a woman identified by

name and profession that I have seen in Russia, is still the city’s best-loved statue.

Little more than one year later, in the autumn of 1937, the NKVD (the People’s

Commissariat of Internal Affairs, a forerunner of the KGB and today’s FSB, the Fed-

eral Security Service) rounded up most of the intellectuals responsible for the flour-

ishing of Mari-language culture in the 1920s and early 1930s: writers and painters,

scholars, teachers and doctors, the entire troop of the National Theatre; they num-

bered several thousand people altogether. Some stood accused of conspiring to dig 

a tunnel all the way to Finland. A mass grave of some 200 Mari writers, all shot on

the same day in early November 1937, was dug up outside Yoshkar Ola during the

Perestroika and the victims were reburied in 1990. There was nothing unique about

such cleansing actions in the terrible year of 1937, but this unkindly gesture by the

Great Leader and Teacher (one of Stalin’s favourite epithets) hit the Mari people

especially hard.

On a gloomy winter day in today’s Yoshkar Ola, still dominated by Stalin-era archi-

tecture and with few signs of capitalist globalisation, it is almost possible to imagine

the profundity of the fear after these massacres, which of course had to be instantly

forgotten and cheerfully ignored by the survivors.
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lack of Mari-language broadcasting from Finnish and Hungarian ambassadors in

Moscow. The Security Services keeps a steady eye on the immensely popular station,

which is not allowed to broadcast any news.

Pop music, or rather a peculiar version of the Soviet estrada genre, has become one

of the main vehicles for using the Mari language in public and for expressing a sense

of national belonging and togetherness. Mari concerts are long and eclectic affairs,

lasting up to six hours and featuring both amateurs and seasoned local stars. Every-

one attends them: government ministers, intellectuals, ordinary folk and the hip

young crowd of Yoshkar Ola. What might appear to be a banal hit parade is in fact a

concentrate of the Mari people here and now, signalling to themselves and to those

who are watching that something is still alive in the Republic of Mari El.

Komi

At last, a Finno-Ugrian republic that looks and feels a little bit like Finland! The

Republic of Komi, or Komi Mu (‘Komi Land’), is the largest and most sparsely popu-

lated of the four, and also the most northerly. It is the very image of the Great North,

with deep-frozen mineral wealth, herds of reindeer, impenetrable forests, roads dis-

solving into mud in spring and human settlement tracing the pattern of the river net-

work, a system of waterways flowing towards the Arctic Ocean. Throughout Russian

history the Komi people have enjoyed a status not quite comparable to that of other

smaller incorporated nations, although they did not retain an indigenous aristocracy. 

Icelandic sagas tell of cold-water voyages from northern Norway to a distant

province called Bjarmaland or Bjarmia. This must have been in the tenth, eleventh

or twelfth centuries. The Finnic tradespeople whom these Vikings encountered on

the White Sea shores and around present-day Archangelsk would probably have spo-

ken some extinct Baltic-Finnic dialect rather than a Permic language. The conso-

nance of the words Bjarmia and Perm was, however, not lost on those Komi intellec-

tuals and political activists who wished to establish links of their own to Finland and

Scandinavia around the last turn of the century. The bus that brought me to Sy-

tyvkar passed through villages with inexplicably Germanic-sounding names like

Vilgort and Vizinga.

Greater Perm was a medieval political entity in the forested lands southeast of

today’s Komi republic, where the large Russian city of Perm was founded in the eigh-

teenth century. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries it paid tribute in luxurious

fur pelts to the merchant republic of Novgorod. Some attempts had been made to

transfer Christian beliefs to the Komi, whom orthodox missionaries called zyryane

(‘Syrians’) so as to underline the analogy between their own campaigns among the

northern idol-worshippers and those of St Paul in the Levant. 
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Yet it was the unprecedented cultural approach to religious conversion of the

priest Stepan Khrap or St Stephen of Perm (1340–96) that decided the history of the

north, eventually strengthening Moscow’s hold over the fur trade and preparing it for

further eastward expansion into Tartary and Siberia. Stepan, who was born in the

north-eastern Russian outpost of Velikiy Ustiug and whose mother appears to have

been Komi, decided that the pagans actually needed to understand the gospels before

they could live by them. He thus created a new alphabet for the Komi language, the

so-called anbur, based on Cyrillic and Greek handwriting and on the ancient tangra

signs, which were both clan signatures and religious symbols. Stepan’s alphabet was

widely used for writing Komi until the seventeenth century and survived as a secret

code in northern Russian monasteries well into the nineteenth century. With the

exception of Old Hungarian, Komi was the first Finno-Ugrian language to have its own

literature.

Stepan’s and his successors’ missions brought about not only the curious sculpted

wooden icons of the Perm school, but also the gradual inclusion of the Komi into the

religious and political mainstream of Muscovy, and later into the Russian Empire.

Quite a few of the Cossacks who carried out the first incursions into Tartar-dominated

Siberia in the late sixteenth century appear to have been of Komi origin. And in the

late nineteenth century Komi merchants and peasants were leading the Russian

expansion into Samoyed territories east of the Urals. 

After the February Revolution and the Bolshevik takeover of 1917, and the civil war

of the early 1920s when White Russian and foreign troops marched through the Komi

lands, Komi-speakers made up some 90% of the population. Today the figure is down

to less than a quarter of the republic’s one million inhabitants.12 The communist lead-

ership in Moscow viewed the national and geo-political ambitions of their Komi com-

rades with a certain amount of suspicion. The commissars in Syktyvkar, their Komi

name for the provincial town of Ust-Sysolsk in the former Province of Vologda, would

have rather ruled over a territory including all Komi-speaking areas, including the

so-called Komi-Permyaks who had belonged to the Province of Perm. They also wanted

direct access to the Arctic Sea, which would have made it possible to establish ship-

ping links with independent Finland. 

Both projects were denied realisation by the Central Committee, which instead cre-

ated the Komi-Permyak and Nenets Autonomous Districts, making Syktyvkar the

capital of a landlocked and impotent entity. The Finnish Arctic port at Petsamo has

been in Russian hands since the end of the Second World War. 

Nevertheless the Komi, like all minority peoples in the Soviet Union, enjoyed a

national renaissance of sorts in the late 1920s and early 1930s. This was a period of

educational and cultural development when they printed books in Latin script with
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the chapter ‘Syktyvkar Speaking and Showing’, a grainy black-and-white picture of 

a choir performing in a television studio, made me realise that there must be audio-

visual archives out there, and that one day I might be allowed to browse them to look

at other people’s collective memories. I tried to guess how it might feel to be a mem-

ber of this particular body: a people unseen and therefore disregarded, unknown and

therefore unimagined, dying many deaths as it is repeatedly forgotten.

I have not abandoned my vision of a land and a culture which could have surfaced

and flourished, but instead spent many winters underground. Under different cir-

cumstances, perhaps the Komi Land could have become a viable separate country.

Instead it has subscribed to the Eurasian project for six centuries as a reliable out-

post of the Russian Empire.

The Komi have fostered a number of intellectuals who have been consistently preoc-

cupied with the notion of the spiritual in relation to the territorial. 

The first Komi-language poet was Ivan Kuratov (1839–75), one of the Czar’s many

petty officials, but also a part-time writer whose nation-building verses were com-

mensurable with those of his colleagues from other smaller European nations. He sin-

gle-handedly created a modern poetic form of Komi-Zyryan and even tried to revive

the anbur script. 

The self-made philosopher Kallistrat Zhakov (1866–1926) was once thrown out of

an Orthodox monastery for preaching Darwin’s evolutionism to the monks. He cre-

ated his own pan-religious doctrine of Limitism, based partly on the teachings of Tol-

stoy, partly on an idealised view of his native land before St Stephen’s conversion. It

earned him a society following and decent lecturing fees at the end of his life. He died

in Riga, the ‘Little Paris’ of the 1920s, where he had fled from the Russian civil war.

Pitirim Sorokin (1889–1968) is perhaps the best-known of all Komi scholars. In

1923 he was exiled to the United States by the Soviet authorities, and he became a

founding figure of American sociology, establishing the Department of Sociology at

Harvard and an influential theory of social cycles. He classified societies according 

to ‘cultural mentality’, forecasted the downfall of ‘sensate’ Western civilisation and

advocated an alternative ‘ideational’ outlook.

We see how Komi culture enters the international mainstream in roundabout, con-

tingent ways. In 1889 a young student from Moscow, whose ancestors had belonged

to Mansi, Tungus and Buryat princely families, roamed the countryside around Ust-

Sysolsk. He collected ethnographic data, made numerous sketches and presented 

his findings in an award-winning paper entitled Beitrag zur Ethnographie der Sysol-

Wetschegda-Syrjänen – Die nationalen Gottheiten (‘Towards the Ethnography of the

Zyryans of Sysola-Vychegda – National Deities’), which was read at the Russian
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crisp Art Déco covers and organised proletarian ski rallies from Archangelsk to

Syktyvkar.

A strong backlash followed in the wake of the Great Terror of 1937. Generations of

Soviet citizens knew the Republic of Komi only as a synonym for prison camps, hard

labour and forced exile. The indigenous communists were exterminated, accused of

wanting to turn their fiefdom into a Finnish protectorate. 

It is true that some Finnish right-wing politicians in the 1930s spoke about Finno-

Ugrian ethnic reunion in a ‘Greater Finland’, but this seems to have been little more

than a rhetorical smokescreen for their real territorial ambitions, which were limited

to those parts of Karelia and the Bay of Finland that had not been allotted to the new

independent state in 1917.13 Such political discourse, meant for internal consumption

in Finland, sealed the fate of many Finno-Ugrian intellectuals in Stalin’s Soviet Union.

Today the Republic of Komi is regarded as politically calm. Although Komi-Zyryan

is officially promoted and state officials are in theory required to learn it, the lan-

guage is in decline, and there is no palpable threat of ethnic self-assertion or ‘extrem-

ism’ among the Komi. An official Federal Cultural Centre for the Finno-Ugrian peoples

was recently inaugurated in Syktyvkar in acknowledgment that the situation there

is under control. In 2002, in a curiously belated realisation of the Komi’s eighty-year-

old ambition, the Republic joined the Barents Council and now participates in the offi-

cial regional exchange between the northern parts of Russia, Finland, Sweden and

Norway.

There was nothing extraordinary to see in Syktyvkar, but this does not mean that the

city disappointed me. I had never expected it to be visually spectacular or even inter-

esting in a conventional way. For years I had been glancing at the Komi Land from

afar, trying to imagine how it would look on the ground. An impulse I cannot fully

account for propelled me to seek proof that this territory was not just virtual, not just

an entry in a list of place-names. 

I searched for teach-yourself courses on the Internet to have a flavour of the Komi-

Zyryan language, which I felt must possess an earthy, ascetic beauty to go with the

size and location of its home.

– Vidza olan, Pavel!

– Olan-vylan, Anna! Myi vyl’ys?

– Innöm vyl’ys abu. Vidza kolyan!

– Addzys’lytödz! 14

Skaz o zemle Komi (‘Saga of the Komi Land’) is a scantily illustrated propaganda book

from 1971 which has stood on my bookshelf, unread, for many years. The vignette for
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Ethnographic Society. Vasily Kandinsky (1866–1944) went on to become a pioneer of

abstract painting and to propagate spirituality and spiritualism in art.

A relatively recent monograph caused a debate about the importance of he artist’s

first confrontation with ‘pagan’ beliefs and values for his subsequent artistic oeuvre

and world view.15 Its author Peg Weiss speaks of the Komi expedition as the formative

experience of Kandinsky’s life, a primeval confrontation of mystical proportions that

informs and explains his art in its totality as well as particular paintings. One exam-

ple is the figurative composition Pestraya zhizn’ (‘Motley Life’) from 1907, with its

pungent, synthetic vision of a confrontation between forces of light and darkness that

could be read as a visual account of St Stephen’s Zyryan baptism. 

Weiss’s critics have taken issue with the singularity of her approach and pointed

out that there were many other sources for Kandinsky’s spiritual interests in the late

nineteenth century. Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophy, Charles Webster Leadbeater’s

and Annie Besant’s Thought-Forms and Rudolf Steiner’s Anthroposophy were all

much used by the Russian elite as tinted glasses for observing provincial realities.16

Rather than discouraging us from Finno-Ugrian interpretations of abstract art, or

from abstract interpretations of Finno-Ugrian art, this polemics should alert us to

contemporary patterns of behaviour. I have already given some examples of the easy-

going syncretism in matters of the soul now in vogue among artists and political

activists of the Russian periphery, with its long tradition of dvoeverie (‘double belief’)

or peaceful coexistence of seemingly opposite doctrines. It is, in fact, possible to ob-

serve a general tendency in Russian society for combining new and old without ever

making a clear break with the past. 

If in 2008 no one can disentangle the People’s Faith from customised New Age, how

could anyone more than a hundred years ago, even Kandinsky himself, have made

clear-cut distinctions between shamanism and astral projections?

The spiritual life of nations exists as a string of metaphors whose specificity emerges

only when their fuzziness is accepted and affirmed. The profusion of verifiable facts

and narrative illustrations that populate these pages have a similar function. Without

them, my ignorance of the Finno-Ugrian microcosm would have no contours, and 

I could not have used it for speculative curatorial purposes. The Continental Un-

conscious would have slipped away unscripted.

The Semantic Field Crystallises

Paradoxically, what unsettles me most when I delve into new research is to find a

book that asks, and perhaps even answers, the very same questions that made me go

to the library. How can this particular preoccupation of mine have already prompted
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other people to produce text? It is almost as if I am not ready to look my topic straight

into the eye or see beyond my preliminary vision of what it should become. There is

a brief moment of irrational disappointment when the search yields the hoped-for

result.

The renowned physicist and mathematician Vasily Vasilyevich Nalimov (1910–97)

was the son of Vasily Petrovich Nalimov (1879–1939), a pioneering Komi ethnogra-

pher and one of Stalin’s countless victims. Like his father, he spent many years 

in prison camps. His main scientific achievements were in the fields of probability 

theory, experimental design and Scientometrics, a statistical method he invented to

measure the impact of scientific articles on the evolution of thinking. 

Among Nalimov’s now half-forgotten books is Realms of the Unconscious: The En-

chanted Frontier, published in English in 1982. His incisive, speculative style of think-

ing makes it an interesting read. It has aged quite well, despite the period aesthetics

of many references, conclusions and evaluations, and it fits almost uncannily with

my agenda for the Continental Unconscious. 

In the book, Nalimov approaches the Unconscious armed with the mathematician’s

expert knowledge of probability theory. He is particularly convinced about the use-

fulness of the eighteenth century Bayes’s Theorem for disentangling dilemmas of

choice, freedom and forecasting, converting them into patterns of behaviour. The Un-

conscious, Nalimov says, is just one synonym for the continuous, probabilistically

weighted set of fuzzy meanings which he also calls a Semantic Field, a Holistic Vision

of the World and a medium for Continuous Thinking. He warns against the belief that

orderly taxonomies can be created for Nature, Consciousness and the Unconscious.

He emphasises that the most developed concepts are characterised by their capacity

for self-contradiction — i.e. the accommodation of antonyms in their semantic fields —

and refuses Freudian readings and interpretations as “too deterministic”. Inciden-

tally, Freud was never much in favour among Soviet intellectuals of the classical post-

Stalinist period, whose leanings were markedly Jungian and transpersonal.

Human spiritual individuality can be described by the distribution function of

probabilities over a field of attributes common for all people. I am going to call this

field semantic. [...]

The semantic field connected with human ego and human somatics contains the

suppressed memory of the pre-historic past.

Probably the entire astral world does not exist independently but is inherent

(with negligibly small probabilities) in every person as his evolutionary past. And

it may also be that the entire, evolutionarily probable future is contained in the

person’s present, but again with negligibly small probabilities.17
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I am borrowing Nalimov’s terminology to make my point that the exhibition is

devised as part of a fuzzy and unstable semantic field activated for the Continental

Unconscious in its entirety: the preparatory work, the trips, the production of art-

works and texts, the flow of communication in several languages that makes the proj-

ect happen. The exhibition should be seen as a crystallisation of those areas in the

field that will have developed sufficient weight by mid-March. The Continental Un-

conscious will not dissolve when the exhibition is taken down at the end of May. It

would never recognise such banal and operational time-lines.

Indeed, a phenomenon that seems to haunt the Finno-Ugrian lands but is much less

talked about than their symbolic embroideries, silvery springs and sacrificed cattle is

the existence of certain places with an altered state of consciousness, where time

flows at a pace that cannot be conventionally accounted for. Such ‘holes’ in the time-

fabric of the surrounding continental landscape are usually kept secret. Nothing good

has ever come out of letting strangers in on such things, and therefore I do not have

a reliable list of spots with extra-temporal powers. What I have heard, however, is

that the river Inva makes time stand still as it flows through the town of Kudymkar,

capital of the Komi-Permyak Autonomous District, linked to the world by a narrow

asphalt road.
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Nalimov advocates a reorientation of science along holistic, anthropocentric lines.

His recommendations are interesting and still topical: to revise the doctrine of repro-

ducibility and focus on the unique rather than on the recurrent; to stop demanding

the unconditional separation of the subject and object of research and instead pro-

ceed through immersion in life; to acknowledge that technical measurement is not

the only proof of ontological reality but that humans might discover a reality con-

cealed from physical instruments.18 As a curator trying to research my own operative

work as I am doing it, I would be glad if all these prescriptions became established

academic practice.

A considerable part of the book is dedicated to the analysis of a series of experi-

ments in meditation that Nalimov and his wife Zhanna Drogalina carried out in the

late 1970s together with groups of Soviet intellectuals and patients in psychiatric

hospitals. The sessions he describes follow a choreography similar to that of Zhozlud-

Kaksya, but apparently without the hyperventilation. (“In sessions of collective med-

itation achieved by means of auto-training-induced relaxation, we tried to read an

ancient text, proceeding from the experience of ethnogenesis stored in the depths of

our consciousness.”19) The participants were asked to submit texts, drawings and

paintings to document their journeys. 

Unfortunately, this section of Realms of the Unconscious is less interesting than

the theoretical framework that supports it. This is not surprising in itself. Experi-

mental practice is difficult to articulate without loss of rigour and intellectual sparkle.

Nalimov’s ideas are still fit for consumption, and some even possess a crystalline

beauty, but the artwork selected to illustrate them obviously had a shelf-life of less

than twenty-five years.

That often happens in the world of images. Visual culture is very sensitive to the pas-

sage of time. When I create the exhibition for Tallinn, an exercise which is obviously

very different from a lengthy essay, I have to take both remoteness, obscurity and

nostalgia into account and use them to my advantage. 

This is not the place to give a full account of what will be displayed at the museum.

I shall only mention that there will be selected quotes from Nalimov’s book as wall

texts, shown together with eight small paintings on glossy cardboard by Sergei Orlov

that convey his visions from Holotropic Breathwork sessions in 2001. There will 

be footage from television archives in Izhevsk, Yoshkar Ola and Syktyvkar, includ-

ing some episodes of a course in the Komi-Zyryan language for Russian-speakers

recorded in the optimistic but cash-strapped year of 1991. Of course there will also be

new works in various formats and techniques by invited artists from Russia and

other countries.
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The Second
Self: A Hostage
of Cultural
Memory

Charles Green & Anthony Gardner

What might it mean to think about artistic collaboration in relation to time? There

are two usual responses: either to think about artists working together within a given

space at the same time, or to think about the months or even years that some artists

have spent collaborating together as a significant part of their practice. The first

response identifies collaboration as an event of a finite duration: of the joint creation

of specific works, such as Carolee Schneeman and Robert Morris’ collaborative per-

formance Site (1964), or the shared direction by Douglas Gordon and Philippe

Parreno of the extraordinary Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait (2006). The second sig-

nifies a sustained history of collaboration and can be found in artistic collaborations

as family units (such as Boyle Family from the 1960s onwards) or as couples in art

and life (Anne and Patrick Poirier; Marina Abramovic and Ulay; Gilbert & George).

This trajectory of collaboration was described at length in one of the present co-

authors’ books, Charles Green’s The Third Hand: Artist Collaborations from Concep-

tualism to Postmodernism, and we will review its argument for these pages.1

But there is another coupling of collaboration and time that we want to consider

here. It is a more philosophical conception of collaboration across space and time, of

collaborating with history and not just as history, and which may even encompass

collaboration with deceased artists. That collaboration occurs between images in the

re-enactment of works of art: as collaborations between artists past and present

through images from the past — archival, documentary, singular, myth-making — and

as the reactivation or re-experiencing of those imaged events, years later in a differ-

ent body of work, within very different social and historical contexts, and often by a

very different artist. These collaborations breathe the body into life rather than sim-

ply breathing life back into the body of the archival image — transferring and trans-

forming it into another medium. This transformation through collaboration, and from

the archive into performance, provides what we will refer to as an Atlas Effect, one

whose implications for contemporary art are as practical as they are philosophical.

This reactivation of the image archive, this Atlas Effect, has not gone unnoticed by

a number of leading art critics and curators, and certainly not by an even larger num-

ber of contemporary artists. Re-enactment and re-staging have again become buzz-

words in recent art discourse, in part encouraged by Western pop culture’s ever-

growing fondness for simulated experiences of a long-dead past — cinematic remakes,

period films, history-themed amusement parks — that often reduce history to spec-

tacle. Sven Lütticken has fiercely, and rightly, criticised our spectacular period of

period spectacle for its strong undertones of conservatism, and its restorative rather

than transformative intents.2 A number of contemporary artists, however, have re-

enacted or rewired past events for purposes different than mere spectacle. Jeremy

Deller’s well-known re-staging of an anti-Thatcher protest from early 1980s Britain

for his video The Battle of Orgreave (2001) immediately springs to mind here, as do
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Pierre Huyghe’s numerous re-engagements with cinema history (his lo-fi retake of

Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954) for Remake (1995), for example, or his dila-

tion of a temporal ellipse in Wim Wenders’ movie The American Friend (1977) that

involved filming Bruno Ganz crossing the Seine in L’Ellipse (1998).3 Works like these

have also informed two of the most commanding and pervasive concerns in contem-

porary art: the so-called archival turn and the equally capacious social turn.4 Both

concerns habitually appear in association with artist collaboration, linking archives,

politics and cooperative production together to promote an art of great currency,

with works that may look like exhibitions or street demonstrations, or that are indis-

tinguishable from social research. The compelling connection between all these forms

is, as Hal Foster and David Joselit recognise, an aesthetic of avatars, teamwork and

ghost-writing — an aesthetic that articulates a shift in art practice away from post-

modernism, and that emerges amid the fading of 1990s methods of art criticism best

exemplified by the (once-)powerful American journal October (with which both

Foster and Joselit are identified).

Foster’s short but widely cited October article on the ‘archival turn’, much like

Lütticken’s contemporaneous critique of re-enactment, sets out a workable paradigm

of contemporary artistic representations of archives and the re-activation of earlier

artists’ archival projects. Joselit similarly describes contemporary experiences of

culture as ‘navigational’: his analysis maps the emergence of a ‘navigational art’ in

which the virtual avatar and the physical self, as well as narrative fact and narrative

fiction, begin to blur. The arguments of both Foster and Joselit are heavily inflected

by new media theories of the database, and especially by that of Lev Manovich.5 In

formulating a critical position toward these theories, our underlying premise has

been that art has fundamentally changed in a way ignored by Joselit and Foster: 

a new legal landscape accompanies and, indeed, constitutes the shift from the post-

modern to the contemporary during the early 1990s. It is partly characterized by col-

laborative forms of re-enactment, and partly by the navigation of new sources and

spaces, but also by the (re)discovery of old places and old legal regimes. Further-

more, the conditions of the contemporary— figured in the work of artists like Huyghe,

Douglas Gordon, Tracey Moffatt, the list goes on — do not engage with the problems 

of ‘appropriation’ as this was articulated within postmodern discourse, but they do

involve having to grapple with appropriation art’s legal hangovers of unauthorised

image use and the all-pervasive laws of copyright and moral rights.6 This is the dou-

ble bind of the Atlas Effect we want to elaborate here, which permeates contemporary

art and is registered at the levels of discourse about collaboration, archives and mem-

ory. The question we need to ask first, though, is: What is the background for the 

current prevalence of blurred, collaborative authorships and collaborative re-enact-

ments?

1. The Third Hand

From the late 1960s onwards, artists moved away from stable media definitions of

art and artistic work. At the same time, artistic collaborations moved towards iden-

tities that could be constructed, fictional, disguised or absent. This was the founda-

tional argument of Green’s analysis in The Third Hand, which traced the narrative of

disclosure and withholding of the self in conceptualist art. The book mapped the

types of collaboration in conceptual or conceptually-inflected art, understanding that

even these fashioned and carefully crafted selves were presented as if they were nat-

ural.7 This was a taxonomy and, at the same time, a chronological history of concep-

tual art, beginning in the 1960s and moving into the 1970s, through the lens of artis-

tic collaboration. It showed that collaboration is not so much a mode of production as

it is both a key trajectory and a conceptual thematic that has defined artistic pro-

duction since the later 1960s to the present. 

Three broad types of collaborative authorship may be distinguished, which share

an aim to convince the audience of new understandings of art and identity; all are

opposed to collaborations or collectives in which a conventional idea of art made in

the studio is preserved. In early conceptual practices, collaboration was inscribed in

the art. An interrogation of the inscribed multiple figure of the artist alters our sense

of conceptual art’s significance. By the mid-1970s, another type of artistic collabora-

tion had become clear: collaborations based on families or couples who worked like

anthropological or archaeological research teams, with an emphatically articulated,

even rhetorical sense of historical perspective and memory, but behind a cloak of sty-

listic semi-anonymity. In a later phase of conceptual art, the figure of the artist was

deconstructed via an interwoven set of exaggerated, highly stressed, binary rela-

tionships between the visual and anti-visual, and between imagination and memory.

Christo and Jeanne-Claude evolved a transitional artistic identity, in which a corpo-

rate “name” or trademark subsumed their own individual selves in an almost parodic

exaggeration of artistic freedom. Gilbert & George linked their living sculpture’s

believability to their total self-absorption, creating a meta-identity that encompassed

both artists, relegating each to the status of automaton or puppet. Marina Abramovic

and Ulay referred to “body memory” and the “third force” that they created in their

interaction with each other. Self-revelation was implicit in such “third hand” collabo-

rations; yet it proved unsustainable in practice.

No crisis created by an ideal of universal genius was behind any origin of collabo-

ration in art as a widespread phenomenon during the 1960s or 1970s. The Third

Hand attempted to be both more specific and more generalised than this, and above

all, the narrative was developed in relation to contemporary art practice. On the 

one hand, the book re-explained in a very focused way the distinct period roughly
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between 1968 and 1978. This period is absolutely foundational to art today, but its

significance was lost during the subsequent period of classic postmodernism in the

early to mid-1980s and then was again subsumed in the developments of late 1980s

marked by identity politics. The very identities and working methods that The Third

Hand located in the 1970s in artistic collaborations re-emerged, but in a more nor-

mative and widespread way, after the early 1990s amongst younger artists. Conse-

quently, the movement outside discursive boundaries and beyond stable artist/art-

work divisions, into new forms of polemical and enigmatic group action, registers as

immediately familiar. The drive to rethink artistic authorship was not the property

of any one period— even one as productively unstable as the late 1960s and 1970s —

or of the present. It constitutes a historical trajectory, wherein artistic collaboration

in the former period was part of an important sea-change then as it is in contempo-

rary art. The productivist aesthetic implicit in specifically modernist formations of

collaboration was rejected by all these artists, at least for the most part initially,

though another model of the collaborating artist, which has ended up embracing a

more conventional idea of collaboration— that of the collective — returned in a sub-

stantial way after the late 1980s. Collaborations were not so much a way of connect-

ing with a social project — as it was for Art & Language, after its start, whose history

has been left to the many people who worked within it — as a way of working out if it

was even possible to engage in such activity. As time went on, the desire to see con-

crete political action in art through collective work increasingly replaced the desire

to see if collaborative action could facilitate, through the removal of the artist, a new

zone between art, writing and history. 

This in-between zone is more than just fascinating. It is implicit in a lot of the activ-

ity that has grown to define intermedia practices in contemporary art, only some of

which involves new media. The collaborative typologies that appeared in The Third

Hand (collective, short-term cooperation; corporate, bureaucratic groups or part-

nerships; married couples and families; and finally intensely and publicly bonded

couples who created “third artists”) also formed an evolving narrative, wherein cer-

tain types of collaboration were then answered by others, as each in turn proved to

be inadequate in the solution of the artistic problems of convincing the beholder of

the rhetoric of the artist. Take the example of several Sydney-based conceptualist

artists in the light of the more general, agoraphobic reaction to the contracting hori-

zons of mainstream conceptual art in the crucial years around 1970. The artists

included Peter Kennedy, Aleks Danko, Tim Johnson and Mike Parr, all of whom

worked in teams, collectives or with invented identities, and who continue to work in

this fashion today. This loose grouping was associated with Sydney’s alternative

gallery Inhibodress and the University of Sydney workshop, called Tin Sheds, and

they had created cooperative links with Mail Art networks in Europe and the United

States. In works that rehearsed a series of systems models, they enacted a violent

disavowal of self, which crucially functioned as a replacement for expressivity, all the

while transmuting the idea of “dialogue” within conceptual art into aggressive new

forms of autobiography. These indexical ‘self-portraits’ deliberately mimicked and

mocked classic conceptual art through impure, inappropriately psychologised dema-

terialisations of the art object.8 Eliminating the material object turned out not to be a

heroic step forward towards enlightenment but yet another erosion to which art was

subjected in the gradual separation of production from its philosophical base.9 The

sense of artistic freedom catalyzed by the transformation and dematerialization of

artistic language of the early 1970s was a short-lived moment before its aesthetic and

economic recuperation. Artists sought, of course, to avoid this recuperation, and did

so frequently through the manipulation of artistic identity and, therefore, often

through collaborations, as they did in the Sydney activist groups. Collaborations

were sometimes a deconstruction of the metropolitan master-narrative — that of the

“death of art”— and sometimes a reconstitution of the avant-garde narrative within

experimental, deliberately “marginal” adaptations to the changing ecology of art. But

unless they moved outside the ecosystem of the art world completely (and many 

collaborations successfully did; though they are necessarily now-invisible figures),

activist artists still clung to a self-definition that reified the apparently outmoded cul-

tural category of art.

A link exists between the notion of sustainability— which is again gaining cur-

rency— and particular types of collaborative contract. The problem lies, again, in con-

fusing collaboration with friendship. It should be noted that collectives are not the

same as collaborations. All of the artists in The Third Hand worked together for long

periods of time. It is highly unlikely that Christo and Jeanne-Claude, or Anne and

Patrick Poirier, or Helen and Newton Harrison, or Gilbert & George, or a host of oth-

ers, would choose to work outside their collaboration. Too much investment and too

much mutual pleasure is the obvious reason. But other collaborations, like that of

Michael Baldwin, Mel Ramsden and Ian Burn of Art & Language, were not based on

sexual partnership at all. Indeed, in their case, the contractual relationship seemed

to have been articulated fairly early and fairly clearly, so as to preempt litigation in

the event of a breakdown in communication between the collaborators.

What may be seen to emerge after this highly wrought, carefully constructed and

self-conscious period of collaboration in art? One direction, on the discursive front,

has been a relatively formalist engagement with collaboration articulated in the

many all-too-literal readings and critiques of relational and participatory aesthetics

in recent years — a formalism largely based on a dual hope of reclaiming collaborative

and collective formations after the collapse of European communism, and of repro-

ducing in offline worlds the digital networkings hyped through the dot.com boom of
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the late 1990s.10 But there is another direction we can consider here, and one which

a key figure from The Third Hand has also begun to navigate. That figure is Marina

Abramovic, whose ambitious re-enactments of imaged events over recent years trig-

ger a series of important questions about and toward contemporary collaborative for-

mations.

2. The Second Self

In Seven Easy Pieces (2005), a seven-night series beginning on 9 November 2005,

Abramovic re-performed six canonical performance works — Bruce Nauman’s Body

Pressure (1974), Vito Acconci’s Seedbed (1972), VALIE EXPORT’s Action Pants:

Genital Panic (1969), Gina Pane’s The Conditioning, first action of Self-Portrait(s)

(1973), Joseph Beuys’s How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare (1965) and

Abramovic’s own Lips of Thomas (1975) before staging a new work in the atrium of

that most canonising of institutions, New York’s Guggenheim Museum. The series

— and especially the works we want to focus on here, the six re-performances enacted

before the presentation of her more restful new work on the seventh night — provides

an intriguing rethinking of contemporary models of collaboration. It is also, perhaps,

an unexpected catalyst for that rethinking— and one we intend to work through in

the following paragraphs — because Abramovic’s re-performances by no means look

like the collaborative acts discussed above. Instead, the tropes of isolation and sepa-

ration consistently recurred throughout Seven Easy Pieces. For seven successive

nights, seven hours a night, Abramovic performed alone on stage, or in the case of her

version of Seedbed, presumably under the stage on which audience members sat or

stood and listened to her moans and her detailed monologue about masturbation

relayed via speakers through the Guggenheim atrium. Tape running across the floor

marked out a no-go zone between work and viewer, performer and audience. Museum

guards (as is the case with most other works of art in a museum) stringently policed

that symbolic barrier, in some cases pre-emptively pulling away any viewers who

looked as though they may try to intervene in Abramovic’s actions. 

In a sense, the tape was superfluous, a tautology, because each of the works that

Abramovic performed already hinged on aesthetic forms of distancing the viewer

from the performer. For Body Pressure, Abramovic pressed herself against a pane of

glass that, despite its transparency, literalised the barrier between herself and her

audience, refusing to yield to the artist’s constant attempts to push against it or

through it to her audience. In Seedbed, only Abramovic’s voice rang out through the

Guggenheim; her body was hidden from view, prompting uncertainty or cynicism

about whether she was even present under the stage upon which listeners were

located, and whether they were just listening to a pre-recorded monologue. The

machine gun that Abramovic held in her re-staging of VALIE EXPORT’s performance

was arguably more panic-inducing— especially in post-9/11 New York— than the sight

of the artist’s genitals laid bare by her crotchless “action pants”. The three other re-

performances were similarly distancing. Abramovic’s remake of The Conditioning

involved her lying on a bench of metallic bars above fifteen burning candles; spot-

lights transformed the stage into an altar and Abramovic into an object of reverence

rather than a subject for engagement, her face directed up toward the atrium’s glass

ceiling rather than trained toward her viewers. The honey and gold leaf mask she

wore in the fifth reperformance, in mimicry of Beuys or as a form of method-acting

Beuys’s persona, served as further shields between the artist and her audience.

Finally, the often harrowing violence in Lips of Thomas — whether cutting a five-

pointed star across the skin of her stomach, whipping her naked back until it was raw

or lying on blocks of ice so that the cold shocks caused her body to shake uncontrol-

lably— may have induced affective and sympathetic shudders in her viewers, but the

actual wounds were indelibly and masochistically Abramovic’s own. Sympathy for

someone else’s pain is only a very weak form of engagement, still less of collaboration.

With Abramovic, it did not and could not bridge the large and recurrent gap separat-

ing the viewers from the artist and her reperformances.

Most importantly, though, a degree of isolation was already enforced by Abramo-

vic’s use of the stage for Seven Easy Pieces. In the past, Abramovic (and her contem-

poraries) had largely rejected making theatrical performance art because theatre

was understood to falsify performance, devolving it into pastiche and eviscerating

what she calls performance’s “straight dialogue of energy.”11 This was not to say that

she rejected theatricality outright: if the stage was segregationist and self-containing,

even self-indulgent in its apotheosis of the performer, then that conjunction of dis-

tance and indulgence could be harnessed for potentially productive purposes. This

was the reasoning underlying Abramovic’s performances on stage from 1992 on-

wards in Biography, a “greatest hits” collection in which Abramovic re-performed

excerpts from her life and work beginning with her birth in Belgrade in 1946, through

her collaborations with Ulay between 1975 and 1988, up to her most recent perform-

ances. Throughout Abramovic claimed that the staginess of Biography was a thera-

peutic salve after the demise of her professional and personal relationships with Ulay,

one which allowed her “to stage my own life in order to create a distance from it.”12

In other words, Abramovic’s turn to the stage after years of rejecting it was highly

strategic. In Biography, it conjoined distance and self-indulgence so as to give the

impression that she had pastiched her past and transformed herself into an image of

her own history; in Abramovic’s words, however, that staged turn had the other and

perhaps equally important purpose of publicly releasing her grief for that past. 
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In Seven Easy Pieces, a similar and parallel process to Biography’s strategically

staged distancing took place, but it was not for the purposes of grieving. Instead,

Abramovic’s stated claims for the work fit snugly into the resurgent discourse of

artistic re-enactments outlined earlier, for she says that her stated aim was to ex-

perience particular works from performance art’s history that had influenced her

own practice but which she had not had the opportunity to see when they initially

occurred. Three methodological steps underpinned this ostensibly self-indulgent in-

tention, each of which was spelled out in her introductory essay—titled ‘Reenact-

ment’— for the book accompanying Seven Easy Pieces. First, she aimed to see whether

and “how a performance can be preserved” by “treat[ing] the instructions of the per-

formance like a musical score — something that anyone who is properly trained can

re-play”.13 Second, she set out to acquire the original artist’s permission to ‘re-play’

the performance, and to pay copyright fees to the artist or their estate for that pur-

pose. And third, following the re-performance, Abramovic sought to “Exhibit the origi-

nal material: photographs, video, relics” alongside similar documentation of her re-

performance.14

What initially seemed like a decadent exercise instead serves — or so it appears —

to work against performance art’s presumed ontology of uncontainable ephemeral-

ity, by preserving and properly documenting performance art for future audiences,

artists and historians. Abramovic’s overt purpose was thus both constructive and

conservative. It seemed to assimilate performance art into a capitalist economy ever-

greedy for auratic objects and visual records (the very economy that Abramovic’s

long-standing champion, the art historian Peggy Phelan, had famously argued was

always resisted by performance art’s ontological slipperiness).15 But in so doing, it

also sought to affirm performance art’s relevance to, or centrality within, the con-

temporary art canon and curatorial practice, ensuring that a performance still had

an afterlife provided it was re-performed under specific conditions of copyright and

authorisation. And it was arguably for this reason that Abramovic’s distance from

her audience, or from any form of audience involvement and interference in her

work, was crucial: such involvement would have disrupted the didactic demonstra-

tion of what an effective and arguably ethical preservation of performance art should

look like. Distance and decadence, in other words, combine in Seven Easy Pieces just

as they do in Biography, but for very different reasons: for pedagogical rather than

personal reasons, neither of which Abramovic believed should be interrupted by

audience intervention.

The importance of this last point about ethics and pedagogy cannot be over-empha-

sised, and we will return to this. For present purposes, however, we need to unpack a

significant problem in this line of thinking derived from Abramovic’s overt claims to

re-enactment and preservation. For while Seven Easy Pieces may have seemed easily

assimilable into established discourses of re-enactment, that easy assimilation is, we

think, deceptive. Seven Easy Pieces was not a strict re-enactment of past perform-

ances, despite the title Abramovic gave her essay. There are a number of reasons for

saying this. Each of the Guggenheim re-performances was seven hours long, a time-

frame that often far exceeded the original works’ durations and which consequently

resulted in Abramovic re-performing her re-performances like a live action version of

the video loop. Nor was she able to copy the original works precisely. Repetition, as

we know full well, always results in variation, in transformation, in originality and

the unexpected becoming released through mimicry and recurrence. Gender distinc-

tion also played a crucial role, especially in Seedbed where Abramovic’s ad-libbing on

clitoral and vaginal stimulation was markedly different from the all-too-seminal

account of masturbation provided by Acconci. Most importantly, though, the original

performances could not be precisely copied, were not strictly re-enactments, because

for the most part only very basic facts (rather than myth or hearsay anecdotes) exist

about what the initial works entailed. What little documentation has survived the

decades since the works were first performed is limited to schematic instructions for

performance (as with Body Pressure, a work that Nauman did not perform himself),

short pirate films (Seedbed), blurry television footage (How to Explain Pictures to a

Dead Hare) or grainy black and white photographs whose snapshot fuzziness dis-

torts the performances’ durational content. Even Abramovic’s own works had not

been exempt from this deterioration.

Despite Abramovic’s extensive research into the initial performances — speaking

with the artists or their next of kin, trawling through museum and personal archives

as well as secondary literature — it is these more widely available images and rudi-

mentary instructions that ultimately framed the re-performances for artist and audi-

ence alike. We can even argue that what Abramovic re-performed was not so much

the initial works themselves but their limited documentation. If this was implicit in

Abramovic’s desire to treat the initial performances as ‘musical scores’, as notational

and schematic sources of information to be replayed, it was frequently explicit in

Abramovic’s reiteration of poses and gestures derived solely from the image archives

with which students of many undergraduate art survey courses have become famil-

iar in recent decades. And in mimicry of the photographs’ immutable longevity, these

were poses that Abramovic often held for extended, exaggerated durations: Beuys in

the Galerie Schmela, his left arm cradling the hare and his right hand raised in

instruction, a pose that Abramovic maintained for minutes at a time throughout the

fifth night of the series; Pane lit from above, gripping the side of the (no doubt

extremely hot) metal bench on which she lay, her hair spilling out over the bar behind

her head and dangerously close to the first row of candles; and most notably, VALIE

EXPORT sitting with her right foot set firmly on the ground, her left pressed against
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another chair, her arms bearing a shotgun, her action pants baring her vagina. It was

this gesture, photographed after EXPORT’s ten minute performance in a Munich cin-

ema, that Abramovic re-performed and not EXPORT’s movement through the audi-

ence, breaching the cinematic screen’s mediation of the everyday with the display of

what she called the ‘reality’ of her exposed vagina.16 And it was this re-performance

that provided the key to understanding Seven Easy Pieces’ actual premise. Namely, it

was possible to preserve not the initial performances themselves, but the documen-

tation and images that had already sought to preserve them. Not a re-enactment,

then, but an enactment of the limitations faced in preserving performances; and not

a capitulation to those limitations either, but a testing or questioning of whether

those limitations of performance, and particularly the supersession of the perform-

ance art event by rudimentary imagery, could be traced out and potentially exceeded

by embodying those limitations. 

Which is to say that Seven Easy Pieces revealed the need to present more nuanced

reflections on the restaging of past events or art works than existing discourses of re-

enactment allow. Rather than perceive “re-enactments” as inherently able to bypass

an event’s spatio-temporal and perhaps ontological limitations, Abramovic’s enact-

ments of those very limits returned them to centre-stage. The reason for this, we

believe, was not only to re-evaluate discourses of “re-enactment”— of what it might

mean to re-enact the past, and to enact the means by which we have registered that

past — but to do this through a parallel re-evaluation of notions of collaboration. And

yet, if collaboration is central to this re-evaluation of contemporary “re-enactments”,

we still need to ask ourselves a question we posed earlier: how was Seven Easy Pieces

an example of collaboration? For if Abramovic performed alone on stage, and in fact

resolutely withdrew herself from engagement with her audience, then how exactly

was collaboration relevant to her performance series at the Guggenheim?

The answer is complex, because what Abramovic asserted was an expansive field

of collaboration, a collaboration with history and across time rather than just in real

time, and which took the form of a collaboration with the artists who had created the

works comprising Seven Easy Pieces. This might sound odd, and in part it was: both

Joseph Beuys and Gina Pane had died more than a decade earlier, while Abramovic’s

staging of Lips of Thomas entailed collaborating with herself, thirty years later. But

it was no more odd than Abramovic’s long-held interest in the silent exchange of

energies with those around her — Ulay in their meditative collaborations of the late-

1970s and early-1980s, her audiences in House with the Ocean View (2002) — for

what Abramovic sought from Seven Easy Pieces, she claimed, was “to find out what I

could get from sharing their [the initial artists’] energies”.17 Sharing the artists’ ener-

gies was an attempt to collaborate virtually with those artists, and this is crucial vir-

tuality constitutes a ‘cinema’ that we are calling an Atlas Effect. She worked through

and beyond the physical limits and conventional delimitation of collaboration toward

something else. And this “something else” was not a New Age quasi-séance, despite

what we might initially think about collaborating with the past and with the dead.

Abramovic’s purpose was more pragmatic. On the one hand, it had to do with re-

search and libidinal investment in research, for Abramovic’s collaborative sharing of

energies provides her with a more profound and experiential understanding of the

performance art canon of which she was a part. It was, in other words, an attempt at

self-location within the canon and a self-directed, pedagogical research into its histo-

ries. The audience here is clearly irrelevant to Abramovic’s own— again, necessarily

indulgent — self-education. 

On the other hand, though, Abramovic’s purpose was not only to extend philo-

sophical conceptions of collaboration. It was also experimental and practical: to work

and collaborate through images, to test and expose the limitations of images so as to

potentially exceed the archive through virtual forms of collaboration. This is, to reit-

erate, more than just a spectacular example of “re-enactment”. Collaboration through

imagery, and more precisely through the embodiment of archival imagery, was a

means to reanimate past artists as much as past art within a hermetic energy

exchange between Abramovic and Nauman, Abramovic and Beuys and so on. This is

perhaps the central reason why distance and withdrawal from audience engagement

were crucial to Seven Easy Pieces; for what Abramovic sought almost entirely was a

dialogue with the past, a closed-circuit loop or even a collapse between past and pres-

ent, Abramovic and her artistic predecessor or doppelganger. This process of staged

withdrawal and self-absorption — of even potentially vampiric spectralization —was a

familiar trope from her collaborations with Ulay and their construction of another

“self”, a “Third Hand” between the artists and their fusion into a singular artist-fig-

ure. It also emerged in Abramovic and Ulay’s cross-cultural collaborations with the

Tibetan Lama Ngawang Soepa Lueyar and an Aboriginal elder from Australia’s Cen-

tral Desert, the famous Papunya Tula painter, Charlie Tararu Tjungurrayi, in a 1983

performance called Conjunction, part of their series Nightsea Crossing which Green

has previously analysed.18 Collaborations based on fusion and withdrawal point to an

alternative model of artistic collaboration, where the parts of the relationship merge

to form ‘something else’ which is more than the sum of its parts and in which the

parts are not removable or replaceable because they do not combine as much as

transform. The result is a distinct and distinctive entity— a Second Self as much as a

Third Hand — in which the obliteration of personal, ethnic identity is firstly a way of

enacting an ethical connection or bond between souls and, secondly, a means of

invoking the possible promise of a human community based on virtues such as a com-

passionate, panoramic vision. There is no reason why such a synthesis might not 

be critiqued or interpreted through the lenses of Deleuzian, psychoanalytic or neo-
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Marxist activisms, but to map collaboration through these systems is perhaps not as

productive as taking up Mieke Bal’s contention that “the subject’s agency… consists

not of inventing but of intervening, of a “supplementation” that does not replace the

image but adds to it.”19 For it was precisely this process of supplementing that under-

pinned Abramovic’s collaborations with Ulay and others in the decades before Seven

Easy Pieces and which also played out in the Guggenheim: not a combination by col-

laboration so much as a supplanting or obliteration of the artist by the Second Self

that emerged in her collaboration with other artists through archival images and

indeed with images of herself.

The closed-circuit collaborations between past and present artists in Seven Easy

Pieces may have necessitated Abramovic’s withdrawal from the Guggenheim audi-

ences, but that does not mean that withdrawal is the same as illegibility. Her virtual

and self-obliterating collaborations, if we can call them that, were still clearly recog-

nisable for viewers, as when critic Sandra Umathum sensed “the impression that

while [Abramovic] is here with us, she is also simultaneously in a different place and

time.”20 She had, as Johanna Burton also perceptively noted, transformed herself

into an image.21 Or, more precisely, into a replication of the images through which

audiences were familiar with the historical performances, and which was accentu-

ated by Abramovic’s appearances on the Guggenheim stage — as separate from the

viewer, and as an entity strictly to be observed as an image (or, in the case of Seedbed,

through the withdrawal of the performer’s body that left her actions to the viewer’s

imagination). Self-representation as image did not quite give presence or presentness

to Abramovic or the artists whose past energies she claimed to share, but instead

indexed a lack of presence, a spectralisation, a supplanting of the artists through the

image of the collaboration being staged. Abramovic’s new Second Self took on a dis-

tinct form: a virtual formation that both was and was not physical at the same time,

that appeared to be in two places and times at once, and in which gestures from the

historical archive migrated between one artist and another, one medium and another,

and one time to another: a virtual Atlas.

We must now consider to what ends Abramovic sought this virtual self-obliteration

in Seven Easy Pieces. What did she hope to achieve by means of collaboration through

time, rather than just re-enactments per se? There are two paths that we wish to trace

briefly: the first relates to archives and history; the second is a more pressingly con-

temporary concern of how to engage with archives and with other people’s imagery.

Both are crucial to Seven Easy Pieces and locate the series within a broader field of

contemporary inquiry.

3. Primary Responsibility

To understand Abramovic’s peculiar absence as an identity that might be mapped,

like a psychoanalytic subject, we must turn to iconologist Aby Warburg’s unfinished

Mnemosyne Atlas (1927–1929). This was a photographic atlas of visual art, in which

Warburg effectively saw the artist as the hostage of cultural memory and a supple-

mentary presence in the work of art. The Mnemosyne Atlas was a quasi-artistic dis-

play of art historical imagery, organising motifs of frozen human gestures into sixty

or more panels consisting of photographs of Old Master etchings, sculptures and

paintings but also of contemporary images from newspapers and the press. It was

not, as many iconographers mistakenly assume, a history of the transmission of

artistic and stylistic influence. Warburg was attempting to show something specific

but ineffable about the survival, sublimation and desublimation of images in Euro-

pean art history, and how images migrate from one context and history to another,

from one medium to another. This was not necessarily a conscious artistic migration

in the sense of asserting influence, but a migration and recurrence that often occurs

despite artistic intent, that is embedded in cultural memory and obliquely erupts out

of conscious constructs by means of appearances and unintentional gestures that are

watermarked by their historical predecessors.

The Atlas is a key to understanding contemporary art as a trans-disciplinary field.

Its effects can be seen in many contemporary video works, and especially in Doug

Aitken’s protagonists, such as Giggy Johnson in electric earth (1999) whose staccato

movements across the screen and through the metropolitan decay of Los Angeles 

are gestures animated by cinematic and art historical spectres: Chris Marker’s La

Jetée (1962), French actress Emmanuelle Riva’s amnesic wanderer in Alain Resnais’

Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959), the entropic spirals of Robert Smithson’s Land Art of

the 1960s.22 The Atlas risks depoliticization and dehistoricization, though failure is

not guaranteed, despite the pitfalls of Documenta 12’s foray into the Warburgian

‘migration of form’ and Warburg’s own obliviousness to legal and ethical contexts out-

side European scholarship’s own, late nineteenth century research protocols.23 The

Atlas has also inflected a particular trajectory of Eastern European art since at least

the collapse of Communism: of artists returning to nonconformist art histories that

amnesic neoliberal capitalism has disowned and neglected, but which artists have

reanimated since 1989 as a way to engage critically with art’s normative interna-

tionalisation after the collapse of the Berlin Wall. This is not, despite many claims

from critics outside post-communist Europe, a form of nostalgia for communism, but

rather an aesthetic testing: of what can be translated from nonconformist pasts into

very different contemporary contexts, of how to resist or at least dissent from the

social hierarchies and cultural amnesias of contemporaneity, of how to remember
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through enactments of and restagings from the image archive. 

The Slovenian art group Neue Slowenische Kunst (or NSK) gave a proper name to

this ghost-writing or spectral collaboration between the present and the past. That

proper name was “retro principle”, a reanimation of the nonconformist past — such 

as collectivity under communism, or the semi-private exhibitions and discussions

conducted as Apartment Art in the 1970s and 1980s — within the highly conformist

1990s.24 For it was precisely a collaboration between histories that NSK expressly

figured through its very own collaborative structure: between numerous artists

arrayed across multiple disciplines (academia, rock music, art, design). NSK per-

ceived the resonance of cultural memory across time and space by supplanting indi-

vidual identity through various forms of collaboration— between different people, as

well as between different cultural contexts. This kind of “retro principle” similarly

fuelled the work of Romanian art group subREAL — a collaboration between artists

Calin Dan and Iosif Kiraly— and particularly their re-use of the photographic archive

of a long-standing Romanian art journal called Arta. In a series of installations in the

late 1990s, subREAL transposed images taken from Arta’s archive — taken by sub-

REAL after the journal’s demise in 1994, and amid government threats to destroy

that archive of trans-European art history and Romanian political events such as the

December 1989 revolutions — and attached them loosely to the wall. With time, heat

and humidity, the photographs scattered to the ground; the installation eroded

immanently, entropically, much like people’s memories of pre-1989 history. Past and

present, memory and enactment, merged together and effaced each other in much

the same way that the collaborative form of subREAL had entailed a kind of efface-

ment of and between the individual identities of Dan and Kiraly.

We can also think of the Centre for Art Analysis staged by another Romanian-based

artist, Lia Perjovschi, in which Perjovschi’s extensive archive of exhibition ephemera,

catalogues, slides and JPEGs — material dating back to the nonconformist 1980s in

Romanian cities like Oradea and Cluj — are re-used and redistributed through semi-

nars held outside the institutional bounds of Romania’s contemporary art museums

and institutions, and in her Bucharest apartment. The archive serves as the basis for

the seminars’ discussions of differences and correspondences between localised art

histories across the world; the seminars themselves are pedagogical exercises trans-

posing and reanimating those very similar discussions that took place in Romanian

Apartment Art throughout the communist era. It is this legacy— of nonconformism,

of Apartment Art, of neglected art histories located in image archives, and their trans-

ference to new mediums such as contemporary discussions forums and professional

networks — that highlights the Atlas Effect in Perjovschi’s work. An effect in which

once frozen gestures from art’s history become thawed and remobilised in new con-

texts and new histories through shared sessions of dialogue between the Centre’s par-

ticipants. All this within a context where these foundational gestures of Ceausescu-

era Romania are increasingly forgotten with the passage of time. 

And it is an Atlas Effect that equally awaits in Abramovic’s turn to the image

archive, her own enactment and staging of images from that archive and her replica-

tion of frozen human gestures across art’s mediums and histories. Her reanimation

of those gestures was, to repeat, not a form of preservation as many of her critics

claimed.25 Rather, processes of attempted duplication are transformative and

entropic, not replicatory.26 Abramovic herself was aware of this, despite her claims

that Seven Easy Pieces sought to preserve past performance art through re-enact-

ment. Something more important than just preservation was at stake, because what

“I also am trying to say,” Abramovic asserted in an important interview with critic

Thomas McEvilley, was “something about history.”27 For if collaborating with past

artists and their art historical gestures results in the emergence of a Second Self

between Abramovic and other artists (and her own past self), that collaboration also

seeks to remobilise the cultural interventions stored within those gestures. Indeed,

the obliteration of specific artistic identity through that collaboration was the means

by which past cultural interventions could be recharged, reconsidered and released

in the present. This, too, was noted by Abramovic. She could argue of the gestures and

energies shared through her collaborative Atlas Effect, that they may be put to “a dif-

ferent purpose [but] it puts a new meaning (which is actually the old meaning) back

into this gesture.”28 Her virtual collaboration with VALIE EXPORT, for example,

traced a form of panic inducement between 1969 and 2005 — not necessarily through

the sight of genitalia, but through the presence of a potentially loaded gun at the

height of “War on Terror” rhetoric. The same can be argued of her restaging of Lips of

Thomas. Its original critiques of the introjection of Communist state symbolism as a

political theism — scarring the skin with the five-pointed star of Communism, ingest-

ing Yugoslav wine, self-flagellation followed by lying in a cruciform shape across

blocks of ice — were, by 2005, no longer directed to the long-defunct politics of

Yugoslavia, but to a more contemporary political hysteria, a similarly libidinal and

injurious politics with its own brazen religiosity. 

That this transference of cultural memory could occur despite the significant alter-

ations Abramovic made to the original performance scores (from adding and remov-

ing parts, to playing and replaying the performances long beyond their initial dura-

tion) suggests that the works’ forms, their signifiers, were secondary to Abramovic’s

greater concern for reanimating the works’ meanings despite those changes. Indeed,

transferring the performances’ signifieds from one context to another — an example

of the retro principle at work through an Atlas Effect — was Abramovic’s point; the

works’ signifiers — much like artistic identity in her ghost-written collaborations —

were largely supplementary. Abramovic, like Warburg, like subREAL or Lia Perjo-
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vschi and a host of other artists grappling with images, history and performance

today, shows through this process that the history of artistic styles is the result of

sedimentary pressures of cultural memory rather than of innovations achieved

through self-expression or invention. The real importance of artistic collaboration

lies not in a singular significance, but in the intersection of redefinitions of the artist

with redefinitions of art prompted both by productivist changes in form from studio

to post-studio work and by redefinitions of art. For the task of understanding these

shifts along the lines of familiar definitions of textuality, intention, period and

chronological movement, and their supplanting or erosion will not suffice. As time

has gone on, the desire to see political action in art through collective work has in-

creasingly replaced the desire to see if collaborative action could facilitate, through

the supplanting of the artist, a new zone between art, writing and history, though we

would argue that this zone is more fascinating than simplistic and formalistic con-

nections between art and politics. 

But this is not to say that artistic and formal signifiers, including those in Abramo-

vic’s reworkings, are entirely irrelevant or disposable. Abramovic, we must remem-

ber, still sought permission from the works’ creators for their re-performance, even

though those re-performances were not strict re-enactments of the works on a formal

level, but a reanimation of their conceptual and cultural memories. If the signified

frequently overrules the signifier in significant contemporary art practice, and par-

ticularly recent spectral collaborations, that is not the case for the art markets that

have emerged after the new rules of the game introduced by appropriation art. The

increasing protection of images afforded by restrictive revisions to the idea of “fair

use”— a fair use that artists have assumed for centuries — now has weighty finan-

cial and even criminological ramifications. Restaging the archive and collaborating

through the atlas is both an emergent aesthetic trend and a potential train wreck, a

collision between the freedoms assumed by normative artistic practice and the legal

constraints regarding image gathering and re-use. This is the double-bind of the Atlas

Effect. A double-bind that must be considered as central to a more nuanced reflection

on contemporary forms of collaboration which are currently all too easily understood

under the umbrella term ‘relational aesthetics’ and its related critiques. Artistic and

cinematic methods of image recollection through reproduction and revivification

that have been the norm for generations are now imperilled as a result of increasingly

protective legal regimes that regulate both public and artistic spaces with the in-

creasing protection of images afforded by revisions to the idea of ‘fair use’. Much of

the greatest art produced from the 1950s onwards proceeded from the presumption

that cultural appropriation was ethical and imperative, from Andy Warhol’s deadpan,

silk-screened Campbell’s Soup Cans through Robert Rauschenberg’s scruffy, elegiac

collections of debris, stuffed eagles, discarded car tires and newspaper clippings in

his great Combine series (1953–1964), to the postmodern reproduction of commer-

cial culture, shorn of any sign of self-expression, that was so prolific in the US and

Europe in the 1980s. These famous works hanging in major art museums around 

the world could not be easily defended under current copyright and moral rights

laws. (Nor could Warburg’s collection of Hopi artefacts and rituals.) So contemporary

artists who use the atlas form, creating collections and samples of gathered images,

whether a dizzying barrage of music played in different film clips in the case of

Christian Marclay’s sampled Video Quartet (2002) or the similar appropriation of

cinematic imagery in Candice Breitz’s video installations, do so at considerable

potential risk given the legal and moral constraints on image circulation and per-

sonal privacy.29

Supplanting the self by embodying the archive may be one possible means of coun-

tering the increased regulation of image use today. This is the proposition put forth

by Abramovic. Her authorised re-enactments, as Atlas Effect, recognise the legal

restrictions of using others’ images and engage directly with those restrictions so as

to exceed their limitations. Abramovic is not alone in trying to breach this “death by

copyright”, as Calin Dan presciently described the contemporary cultural scenario.

Experiencing first-hand the image-scapes that multinational mass media present and

delimit for us on a daily basis — and exceeding those images’ limitations of myth-mak-

ing and hyper-regulation— is pivotal to art right now, which is why artists deploy

themselves to Antarctica, Iraq, Afghanistan and Lebanon, or reanimate a past delim-

ited by its documentation. These two forms of re-enacting the image archive, of cre-

ating experiential Atlas Effects, cannot be separated from each other. A question

remains open: did Abramovic go too far, embracing the legally conservative appeal to

image regulation and the diminution of fair use so as to authorise her spectral col-

laborations? Her solution may be restricted. But the question it raises is crucial to the

rethinking of how and in what direction contemporary art practice, both after appro-

priation and invested in collaboration, may now travel. For it highlights the many 

primary responsibilities — historical, political, financial — inherent in Atlas Effects.

Artists are consistently hostages of cultural memory which resonates from the past

and is increasingly regulated today.
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Devising and

Directing

Collaborative

Process in Theatre
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Andrea Wiarda 

corresponds with Lou Cope

I met Lou Cope at a garden party in the Belgian countryside last August. In a very ani-

mated conversation she told me about her PhD research into collaborative theatre—

a term which I took for granted at the time. With this issue of A Prior Magazine, however,

an emerging discourse on the variety of approaches to and visions of collaboration and

participation in the creative field occurred, and I began to wonder how the collaborative

is understood in theatre and whether it can teach us anything about other collaborative

processes—artistic, productive, economic and political. 

Cope is a creative practitioner in the field of theatre, performance and communication.

She has worked in various roles within several theatre companies in the United Kingdom

and Belgium. Her current research focuses on the collaborative process, in which her own

position as an observer, maker, deviser, author, contributor and analyser keeps shifting

continuously and consciously so. The following Q&A is the cut ’n paste result of an email

exchange that took place between November 2007 and January 2008. 

AW: I’m curious to understand what has led you to researching collaboration or collabo-

rative practice in theatre. Could you tell me about your background, previous work and

activities leading up to your PhD research?

LC: I’m going to tell you about my ‘three steps back’.

FIRST STEP BACK – from performer to director

‘When I was in my second year of university studies in theatre, I spent a lot of time

in the dark. My friends and I spent hours and hours improvising in darkness. And 

I don’t mean that metaphorically. I mean that literally. We would turn the lights off

and surrender ourselves to the moment. We would improvise our little hearts out,

delving deeper and deeper into ourselves, into one another, into the darkness. But

one day something happened. After a few hours of terribly earnest devising, we

emerged from the darkness, and as my eyes struggled blearily to adjust to the light,

I realised that what we were involved in was the most masturbatory indulgent non-

sense; the adolescence of a would-be deviser. We looked to each other with ‘how was

that for you?’ eyes, asking ‘what can we take from that?’, ‘what worked and what

didn’t?’, and I realised that we did not have the slightest clue to the answers. How

could we? We had been busy, very busy, but there was no distance between our-

selves and what we created. And it occurred to me that the notion of creating work

for an audience — which is definitely what I thought I was doing — without having

anyone to assume the role of that audience in the creative space was just nuts. If

this was to be anything other than our indulgence, there should be someone watch-

ing — someone being what I would later hear described as ‘the first spectator’.1
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And I now see that it was at that moment that I turned the lights on, as bright 

as they could be, and took my first step back — into the role of the director 

in devising processes. 

I hadn’t changed. I didn’t suddenly have a desperate desire to organise, to lead, 

to dictate or even to author. I hadn’t changed, but I became more and more inter-

ested in peeping around the edges of what we were creating to see what it actually

was. I didn’t suddenly want to be separate to my fellow devisers. Quite the opposite,

I love being surrounded by people who are buzzing with ideas, and pushing to get

them explored. I wanted to be with them, not in front of them, and certainly not

above them. And I wanted to put some distance in between me and the work so 

that I could see it. Both in the thick and on the edge, I wanted to shake my head, 

rub my bleary eyes, and ‘dream in blazing clarity’.

And so it was that for the next ten or so years I directed devising processes. 

I worked together with performers, writers, composers, film-makers, choreogra-

phers and designers. One moment ‘in the thick’ of things, the next at the front 

with notebook and pencil. Sometimes above. Sometimes ahead. Often behind.

I initiated, I followed, I fed, I ate, I selected, I composed, I listened, I spoke, I moved, 

I stayed still, I struggled to empower, I struggled to inspire, I struggled to decide. 

I enjoyed the struggle.

I tried not to ‘reach the point where one no longer says I, but the point 

where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I’ 2

She intitated, I followed, They fed, I ate, You selected, I composed, 

He listened, I spoke, We moved, We stayed still, We struggled to empower, 

We struggled to inspire, We struggled to decide. We enjoyed the struggle. Mostly.’

SECOND STEP BACK – from director to researcher/lecturer

I also lectured throughout these years. And I grew to find this more and 

more interesting, more and more rewarding, and selfishly, more and more

helpful to my practice. A practice which I continually tried to develop. As I

stumbled through the many projects I was involved in, I had a sense that

there must be some information, some pedagogy out there that could help me

do what it was I was doing — better. I did a Masters in Directing, which was

almost completely fruitless. It involved me listening to the anecdotes of 

other directors, (a little like those I knowingly write here!), But what I
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needed was some detailed, constructive and deconstructed teaching that

would delve into the messy, wonderful and sometimes painfully complex 

dialogue that was directing collaborative process.

So I took another step back and started to explore that role from the outside,

observing people as they devised collaborative processes, and developing

workshops and classes to try to help people do it — better.

THIRD STEP BACK – from researcher/lecturer to dramaturg

As I did this, I got more and more opportunities to observe people col-

laborating. I found myself wobbling on a tightrope — simultaneously

struggling to maintain some objectivity whilst desperately wanting to

contribute to the process, feeling that my ‘seat at the side’ afforded 

me the privilege of being able to see things more clearly — and by this 

I mean both the intricacies of personal dynamics as well as the content

and progression of the work itself. And my focus shifted, from the role

of the director to the role of everyone involved in the process. My (par-

tial) understanding of the different disciplines and their inherent lan-

guages, vocabularies and needs, as well as (I hope) a sensitivity to the

personal and human fragilities of the collaborators themselves, has lead

me to seek situations where I ‘dramaturg’ collaborative processes.

This has also led me to explore the role of writing in collaborative

processes. Writing done by me — in different modes and with different

objectives, and writing done by those involved — that is then collated,

edited, potentially distributed— by me.

So in one sense I have taken three huge steps back, but in another

sense nothing has changed. I still thrive on being in a room with a

bunch of creative people facing questions that either we don’t know 

the answer to or to which there are no answers. The fun lies in 

trying to find out.

AW: What are some of the key questions you ask yourself in your research?

LC: What is the difference between ‘collaborating’ and ‘working with’ someone? 

Why collaborate?

How is power played out and exchanged in (specific) collaborative processes? 

Specific indicates that, in the initial stages of my research at least, I did not wish to 
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generalise about collaborative process—I wanted to explore actual collaborative

processes between actual practitioners.

Is directed collaboration actually possible?

How can we fruitfully explore the languages and vocabularies of different disciplines, 

and, separately, different people and personalities?

What roles do similarity and difference, harmony and conflict play in exploring the 

spaces between people and disciplines?

What of the notions of authorship, ownership, signature, the cultural currency of the 

single author? (There is some really interesting recent writing around this in a theatre 

and dance context—look at Susan Melrose’s work—particularly ‘Rosemary Butcher:

Choreography, Collisions, Collaborations’)3

How do we ensure that the ‘third way’ is not dilution or compromise, but a new and

stronger concept born of two or more ‘parents’?

What is the role of director/choreographer/lead artist in a collaborative process? 

What is the implication for the role of performer in this context? 

How can the role of dramaturg/observer/writer/even facilitator be approached as an artis-

tic and creative act? (Interesting writing on this can be found in the very recent ‘Physical

Theatres – A Critical Introduction’ by Simon Murray & John Keefe4) What role can writing

play in the development of collaborative processes? (writing of the observer/dramaturg;

multiply authored writing about multiply authored process; audience reflection…)

AW: What/who are your research objects?

LC:

• From October 2006 to June 2007 I observed Belgian choreographer Sidi Larbi Cher-

kaoui collaborate on a piece with eight dancers, five actors, five musicians, one assis-

tant, one dramaturg, and different members of the production team. The principle 

collaborators came from Belgium, the USA, Australia, Sweden, Slovakia, France, Italy,

Japan and the Netherlands. The languages used were French, Flemish and, predomi-

nantly, English. My observations will form a major part of my PhD, and also form a

chapter in the forthcoming ‘Making Contemporary Theatre’—published by Manches-

ter University Press, edited by Jen Harvie & Andy Lavender.

• M&DE—Music and Dance Exchange—a forum for collaborative exchange between

dancers, choreographers, musicians, composers and visual artists—hosted by

Professor Emilyn Claid and Dr. Chris Best at Dartington College of Arts in the UK

(where I regularly teach classes on collaborating and directing). My role in M&DE is to

act as observer, feeding into the collaborative process by making my observational

writing available to those that wish to read it. I define my role in multiple terms:
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1. to provide a record of what happens, lest we forget, as the speeding by of now blurs

and tricks our memories

2. to see what cannot be seen by those who are necessarily blinded by their own busy-

ness

3. to grapple with the difficulties of collaboration, but from a distance. From the vantage

point of otherness, with the benefit of exclusion and stillness, to understand and try to

sense the complexities, possibilities and opportunities of collaboration

4. to explore and welcome the notion of self in documentation and observation

5. to read what I see—to be an immediate ‘first spectator’ seeing both the process and

the product long before it sees itself, with the possibility of dramaturgical response as

a collaborative element

6. to explore how process can survive, as words, after the event

7. to work at the themes of the day, exploring their embodiment in the real and raw

action within the space

8. and to make all of the above available to anyone who wants to see it—to aid reflec-

tion, to offer another (potentially ‘wrong’) perspective on what is happening and what

has happened, to encourage reflective dialogue (spoken, written or simply ‘thought’)

that can be shared and built as the process goes on

• ‘BEAR MEETS…’ Director: Sri Louise. Dramaturg: Lou Cope.

‘Performed improvisation that forces process, kicking and screaming (though secretly

re-applying its lipstick), to become product. The performer and their character are

present on stage of course, but also, unusually—the director and the dramaturg.

Collaboration is performed and the performative space is extended to include those

normally sacred and hidden ‘edges’—the territory of the director and dramaturg. We

watch the director negotiate the events, the players and the feedback she receives

from performers, the dramaturg, and indeed the audience, as she works to help make

moments work. And the live responsive writing of the dramaturg, which we see pro-

jected at intervals throughout, serves to document and archive the entire process as it

happens. We see the structures, rules, directions, intentions, desires, conflicts and

multi-directional communication that are normally absent in performance, either

because they are all done in rehearsal and left at the stage door, or because they are

unspoken in performed improvisation. Here, such elements are not only spoken, they

are shouted, contested, sung, negotiated, and relished.

AW: Self- or rather perhaps auto-reflection is the core of your practice ever since you

switched on the light! How does this inform theatre, and more specifically the perform-

ance part of it? What is the position of an audience in this?
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LC: Mmmm, the notion of ‘self’ is something that has troubled me in the past, though in fact

my struggle led me very positively to the kind of work I do today. What I mean by that is

that I tried to eliminate my ‘self’ in my observational writings and in my research —but I

wasn’t very good at it. My voice(s) kept coming through loud and clear, or so I was told,

and this troubled me. Interestingly—and here it ties in with your next question about the

role of the audience—as soon as I accepted that all I am is a member of an audience (albeit

a privileged one who sees work as it is being made, and sees the processes that make it),

then OF COURSE it became okay for my self to be present; it is delusory to think it could be

otherwise. And so that is what I do now, I put myself—

a keen, excitable and positive audience member who is also honest and experienced in

the workings of performance and communication—in front, or on the edge, of processes,

and then I respond to what I see. Of course this includes the dynamic of a group that is 

in the process of collaborating, the interplay of disciplines, vocabularies, aesthetics and

desires, and the creation and presentation of ‘product’ that is ultimately offered to an

audience, of which I happen to be the first in the queue.

So then the notion of the audience, and my perception of what I think they might want or

need is paramount. If I were to be so outrageously bold as to make a sweeping statement

about much of the contemporary performance I see, I would say that its main problem is

that the audience has not been considered enough… The blindness that is absolutely

necessary while making work (with its lack of inhibition, self-censorship and its willing-

ness to commit to the present) later becomes a stumbling block. And, especially in col-

laborative process, the final edit may go under-interrogated and the audience is not best-

served. I like to think that this is where I come in.

AW: You position yourself as the translator between the creative process and the public

performance; After switching on the light you’re also opening the door?

It seems nevertheless that you are also producing a project in itself, with your

research—what shape will that take on? A text? A play? A new process?

LC: Yes, it may take on the form of a text—anything from a theatre programme text to a

book. However, I would also like to explore the possibility of having an installation that

includes writing, film, visual- and movement-based expressions of how the process

worked, created by the key collaborators with my help, in the same building where the

performance/presentation takes place, so that audiences can visit this before or after

they view the piece. There is also the potential for a web application that invites wider

input and therefore comment and collaboration. 

I think often about the preposterousness of presenting a product as ‘the represention of

the process from whence it came’. This process cannot possibly be represented. But I am

interested in ways of preserving process—not only highlighting its importance and mak-
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ing it available to those (not) involved (and so far many of those involved say they have

found value and significance in reading my perspective of what they have been doing),

but also recognising that though they may bear the same title—creative process and

product can be radically different, and that process is also a creative act, worthy of con-

sideration and reflection, and more importantly, perhaps affecting our understanding and

our response to the end-result or product in itself. 

AW: How would you describe collaboration as opposed to working with someone?

LC:

Each of the people in the room will shape the piece.

If one is missing, then the piece will miss them.

If one has a toothache, the piece will feel it.

If one is in love, the piece will know it.

And if one is bored, so then all will be.

For me, the difference between collaborating with and working with someone firstly

comes down to intention. If I want to collaborate with someone it is because I want to

spend time deliberately and consciously having my mind, my being and therefore my

work influenced, infected and altered by the desires, various types of knowledge and

experiences of the people with whom I am collaborating. Secondly, I want our exchange

to result in its own ‘third thing’—new to and unseen by both/all of us,—greater than

any of us.

It comes from my belief that “a group is always smarter than its smartest individual” 

as Cools summarises in On Dance Dramaturgy.5 And yes my research tries to explore

whether collaboration is truly possible, whether it is desirable, and how we might 

collaborate successfully. By that I mean collabrating while avoiding dilution, unproduc-

tive compromise, and indulgence; as well as negotiating similarity, difference and con-

flict, in the personal as well as the ‘professional’—attempting to find the positive/pro-

ductive in all.

And my work is about doing it, aiding it, facilitating it, writing about it, and importantly,

teaching it. I teach in universities and run workshops elsewhere that aim to help people

explore the why’s and how’s of collaboration, starting with the acceptance that collabo-

ration is far too slippery and beguiling to be grasped and taught in an easy ‘how to’

method. Instead, I explore its purpose and potential, and aim to develop strategies that

just might be useful, somehow one day. Perhaps it is simply about heightening (auto)

reflexivity to acknowledge what is happening in collaborative processes in order to get

the most out of the collaborative exchange.
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AW: And Theatre acts as an example?

LC: If you mean do I see collaborative process as a political act—the answer is yes.

AW: Do the implications of collaboration change with the intentions, ie: collaborating with

other professionals or with the audience, which may come less prepared?

LC: My immediate response is that the implications don’t change at all. 

AW: Could you elaborate on the notion of ‘(directing) collaborative process’ as far as it is

directable? I mean, is a director always supposed to stimulate collaboration between the

actors on stage? or is a collaborative process a different ‘thing’ to direct?

LC: When I talk about directing collaboratively, I mean paying attention to the following

ideas: a director needn’t/mustn’t be too many steps ahead of the group, but must serve

their defined intentions (wherever they may come from); a director needs to be able to

initiate activity and then respond to what has been created, creatively; it is part of the

director’s role to work with who people are as people, what they consider themselves to

be ‘for’ as performers, and what the performers want to do in a particular piece. That’s

all about working with performers. Then of course there is working with visual artists,

composers, writers, choreographers, designers, technicians etc, which involves practi-

cally and theoretically exploring shared and unshared languages and vocabularies. This

is a massive area, that requires attention not only to practical strategies but also the

power play and hierarchy of the process … however to be short I’ll say that I do not

believe it is necessary to have democracy in every stage of a process in order for collabo-

ration to be successful. For me that’s the whole point—that a director can and should

take decision, taking responsibility when it is required. Everybody will have knowingly

signed up for this, and I believe nobody (collaborators and audience alike) is served by a

desperate clinging to a democratic model that both dilutes product and wastes time. Part

of what I now do is about trying to help people come to terms with these power plays.

AW: What about the role of writing in the development of collaborative processes,

especially when there is also already a plurality of other disciplines involved?

Can you elaborate on this?

LC: The use of writing is a fairly new development for me, both within my own practice

and in the facilitation or documentation of the practice of others, and I am just beginning

to explore its potential.

I am interested in exploring and encouraging modes of private and shared writing (I might
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describe the various modes as, for example, figurative, descriptive, narrative, diary, char-

acter-based, analytical, discipline-led; theoretical, pedagogical, anecdotal and so on—

I could go on), and I am interested in writing’s potential: to develop and enrich one’s dia-

logue with oneself, encouraging reflection not of but as creative activity; to open up dia-

logue between collaborators in ways that need not be spoken, (or even read!); to create

documentation/archives useful not only to those involved in a given project as and after

it happens, but also to those not involved who, a posteriori, can benefit or learn from the

public and (initially) private negotiations, perceptions, interpretations and readings of

what is happening and what is being created. (I paste an extract from some observational

writing I have done below)

It is of course possible that what is written becomes used either in the process or even in

the product, but this isn’t necessary. Writing is about taking time to slow down the mak-

ing process by reflecting on personal dynamics or the development of ‘material on

paper’, as this slowing down allows a distancing, an analysis and perhaps even an hon-

esty, that might struggle to find its way through in a busy creative-environment.

To be clear, it isn’t about ‘writing well’, it is not meant to increase (time or creative) pres-

sure on those collaborating. And of course there will be occasions when it is the last

thing in the world collaborators want to do. 

I am currently talking to a number of theatre performance companies about using writing

to create ‘a multiply authored text, or even installation, about the multiply authored

process’—and I think that audiences, not just artists, would be really interested in taking

a small step into the hidden arena of process that is normally out of bounds, thereby not

only increasing their understanding of how the work was made, but also and perhaps

more importantly, colouring their appreciation and perception of the product.
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The following notes are extracted  from observational documentation written whilst

observing an improvisation session at M&DE at Dartington 2007. The collaborator/

improvisers (a composer of electronic music and 3 dancer/choreographers from

Denmark, Germany, the US and the UK) are setting up rules: they will improvise for 

5 minutes, then stop, then again for another 5 minutes following something new, and

so on. After having done this several times they will then improvise for 30 mins, and

finally they will reflect on what they have made, and present something to the other

M&DE participants at the end of the day. I simply write and observe, flitting from nar-

rative to analysis to interpretation and ‘reading’ what they create, my writing is avail-

able immediately or later, but there is no pressure on anyone to read it at all.

There is a brilliant negotiation moment. Negotiation between roles, desires, and proposed

structures. Everybody is speaking very clearly and directly. ‘What I would like is…’ Two

clear camps seem to be developing—the compromise is picked up again.

They agree: 6 sections of 5 minutes with clear shifts, then 30 minutes of gradual flow.

Julianna says something about roles—I think something about how everybody has 

the power to initiate

Katja asks Julianna if it is ok that they all make music. Julianna replies—well yes 

be aware—music isn’t like dance where things can always happen simultaneously—

lets all be aware of the music picture

She adds ‘of course I can feel like an accompanist or I can feel like an instigator’—

a nice way of putting it. The same goes for us all. Always.

Right now Julianna would quite like the opportunity to be in her corner 

and do what she does.

So there has been:

Desire difference of opinion skill and lack of it rule definition

boundary definition

different approaches to communication technological opportunities/ limitations 

—and it seems the stage is set.

(page 258)

Clear structures, key elements (instruments including the grand piano, Julianna’s

music kit, a pile of random costumes, a board with wheels on, some music stands 

[which Katja places at the centre])—and a massive sense (for me) of anticipation.

Julianna says it’s 12.17 and we will start at 12.20. Wow. So specific.

What are the thoughts that fill these 3 minutes… .

What am I going to do

What am I feeling

What am I going to give

What is in here

Who is in here

And as I edge my way to another writing mode, Julianna counts them down to the start,

and they edge their own ways to other modes:

10, 9, 8—we are not performing now, 3, 2,1—now we are performing

I read, I see, I feel:

a song is sung, but the stand on which the score is laid keeps being moved

a forest of music-stands serves as a trap

Lucinda Childs, Robert Ashley and Lindsay Anderson pop round

‘I’ve looked at love’

I’ve tried to escape upwards but it hasn’t worked

Change 3, 2, 1

A guitar tries to communicate with a piano. It is movingly imbalanced. 

Like a medieval peasant boy trying to talk the talk with the queen

But then the relationship develops

Sounds of a super market

And I am not the only observer

Change 3,2,1

There is a down time, that is not really down time. 

We see the workman like, yet random, preparation

Katja writes. I want to read what she writes.

A singer prepares, and prepares
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Smoky jazz tugs at my weekend glands

Construction and destruction

Not much communication

Change 3,2,1

‘A minor’ ‘B flat’

New York

The 60’s

‘G’

‘A minor, A minor, A minor. G’

A forced-ents like seriousness in the delivery

Slithering that’s gotta hurt

Can I have some of your water

No. I’d prefer not to

Bird sound belies that rejection, and speaks of other things

Change 3,2,1

A voice

2 voices, narrating a letter

a letter about now

letters about now

lets all write letters about now, the real now

2 people speak at once and see:

I want you to like me so much that I am prepared to say everything you say 

and even say it when you say it I can be you and love you and see what you see 

and think it before you and make it all good

Change 3,2,1

The half-hour session begins. Or does it? Confusion about whether it has started, which

confuses. There is no difference, at first, between what they do when they are perform-

ing  and what they do when they are not performing. And yet, they discuss again when

the 30 minutes will start, or has it started, or…. Discussion about whether they talk now

or go again. They go again. Another countdown.
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I tire of my own mode. I decide to switch to another tack, to another part of me. I don my

lecturer hat—and I switch to Times New Roman in honour of that

What skills are being demonstrated here? (I watch and I write)

Vocal skill; vocal dexterity; vocal range; different languages (national and physical and sound); con-

scious, careful and creative use of different disciplinary languages; technical knowledges; use of

mic; understanding and sensitivity to rhythm and pace—in terms of physical and aural composition;

composition within time and space; development and application of process-enabling structures;

inbuilding of opportunities for both group and individual reflection; manipulation and generative

exploration of objects; embodied communication/responsiveness/listening and offering; application

of strategies for developing and delivering text; use of different dance, movement, and sound tech-

niques and vocabularies; awareness of different disciplinary needs; willingness to take personal and

physical risk; willingness and ability to engage in  the moment while remaining ‘knowing’ of other’s

moments and offerings; 

This is what you get paid for.

Time is up. Many things have happened—what do they think has happened? 

How will they present this? They decide to present the structure they have developed,

rather than its content.
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A Border Comedy1— First Lapse: “The heavy sleep within my head was smashed / by

an enormous thunderclap, so that / I started up as one whom force awakens; / I stood

erect and turned my rested eyes / from side to side, and I stared steadily / to learn

what place it was surrounding me.” (Dante Alighieri, Inferno, beginning of Canto IV).

As the airplane in which he was traveling to Egypt entered a zone of extreme turbu-

lence, he was seized by apprehension. Unlike the passenger next seat, who was wor-

ried about going to hell were the plane to crash, he was worried, in a flash of illumi-

nation, about not being able to bear the Paradisiacal state. He resolved to become

initiated into such a state, to be ready for Paradise. Naively and conceitedly, most peo-

ple assume that while they will not be able to bear the suffering of hell, they would be

able to bear the paradisiacal state. But this is certainly not the case. It is not because

they would be prohibited by God from entering Paradise (the moral interpretation)

that most people do not dwell in Paradise, but because they are unprepared to stay in

it (the ethical viewpoint). How many people are able to sit through the paradisiacal

experience of watching Sergei Parajanov’s Sayat Nova (aka Color of Pomegranates,

1968), Yuri Ilyenko’s The Eve of Ivan Kupalo (1968), Andrei Tarkovsky’s The Mirror

(1975), Aleksandr Sokurov’s Whispering Pages (1993), Patrick Bokanowski’s L’Ange

(1982), and La Femme qui se poudre (1972), Stephen and Timothy Quay’s Rehearsals

for Extinct Anatomies (1988), Jan Svankmajer’s Dimensions of Dialogue (1982);

and of listening to Yozgatlı Hafız Süleyman Bey’s Bozlak and Halay (in Masters 

of Turkish Music, Rounder CD 1051, 1990), Tanburi Cemil Bey’s music (in Tanburi

Cemil Bey, Traditional Crossroads, CD 4264, 1994), and Sabahat Akkiraz singing

Agıt, Ne Aglarsın and Arguvan (in Sabahat Akkiraz: ‘Alawite Singing, Long Distance,

2001)? If people are unable to bear these lower levels of Paradise, how would they be

able to bear those they will experience in the subtle body in ‘âlam al-khayâl, the

Imaginal World? It is possible that we are on this rather drab earth because we were

unable to stay in Paradise. Musicians, dancers, artists, poets, writers, and thinkers

train their audience and readers to accept and inhabit Paradise (I hope I deserve the

appraisal of Richard Foreman [the playwright and director of, among other plays,

Hotel Paradise]: “He [Jalal Toufic] documents the moves of consciousness in a way

that leads the reader ever deeper, from impasse to illusion to new impasse — turning

the trap of ‘what can’t be named’ into a true paradise”).

He arrived in Cairo, which he was visiting for the first time, at 5 am. He was told at

the hotel that his room would be available at 11, when its present occupants were

scheduled to check out. He felt like a homeless person. He decided to saunter in the

city until his room was ready. The streets were virtually empty since the vast major-

ity of the city’s inhabitants were still sleeping (gradually, from feeling excluded, he

felt that the whole city was his). 
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[XXIX. 64] means [And verily the last abode is] the abode of everlasting life: (Tâj al-

‘Arûs:) or al-hayawân here means the life that will not be followed by death: or much

life; like as mawatân signifies much death: (Misbâh al-Fayyûmî:) and it is also the

name of a certain fountain in Paradise, [the water of] which touches nothing but it

lives, by permission of God. (Tâj al-‘Arûs.) hayawân an inf. n. of hayiya, like hayât,

(Ibn Barrî, author of the Annotations on the Sihâh, with Al-Bustî,) but having an

intensive signification: (al-Misbâh)… — Also Any thing, or things, possessing animal

life, (al-Misbâh, al-Qâmûs,) whether rational or irrational; [an animal, and ani-

mals;] used alike as sing. and pl., because originally an inf. n.; (al-Misbâh;) contr. of

mawatân [q.v.].”5 While the animal does not really dream, since it is not mortal, in

his or her dreams the human is closest to the animal, since in the dream, he or she is

captivated, absorbed, without having himself or herself manifest as such and poor in

world. Heidegger: “It is only from the human perspective that the animal is poor with

respect to world, yet animal being in itself is not a deprivation of world. Expressed

more clearly: if deprivation in certain forms is a kind of suffering, and poverty and

deprivation of world belongs to the animal’s being, then a kind of pain and suffering

would have to permeate the whole animal realm and the realm of life in general.

Biology knows absolutely nothing of such a phenomenon. Perhaps it is the privilege

of poets to imagine this sort of thing.”6 We can say that, contrariwise, humans, to

whose essence, according to Heidegger, belongs world-formation, do indeed feel this

deprivation and poverty in world when they are dreaming, in the dream. We can

reread Heidegger’s paragraph in a poetic way by substituting “human dreamer” for

“animal”: “If deprivation in certain forms is a kind of suffering, and poverty and dep-

rivation of world belongs to the human dreamer’s being, then a kind of pain and suf-

fering would have to permeate the whole human dreamer’s realm…” 

A Border Comedy — Second Lapse: “5 May.— I must have been asleep, for certainly if I

had been fully awake I must have noticed the approach of such a remarkable place”

(Bram Stoker, Dracula, beginning of chapter II).

While walking in Cairo’s “City of the Dead,” the zone of cemeteries where hundreds of

thousands of destitute people live, he was amazed to see children playing amidst the

tombs, laundry hanging, people coming in and out of the makeshift habitations they

had made. It was difficult for him to navigate this zone, since he was visiting it for the

first time and since there were no detailed maps of it. He felt a stab of pain and passed

out (Third Lapse). She called him, but her call (in this case “Alexander!”), which usu-

ally was the only thing about her that turned heads, fell on deaf ears. The one called

couldn’t for the life of him turn: trying to turn in response, he took a turn for the

worse by undergoing an over-turn. Was he in a labyrinth, since he did not know which

The first section of my video The Sleep of Reason: 2 This Blood Spilled in My Veins

(2002), shows sleeping humans,3 who are revealed as dead through the two epi-

graphs: “On the authority of Hudhayfa and Abî Dharr, may God bless both: The

Apostle of God, may God bless and save him, would say on going to bed: ‘In your name,

O God, I die and live;’ and he would say on waking up: ‘Praise be to God, who hath

revived us after putting us to death, and to whom is the Resurrection.’— Narrated 

by al-Bukhârî” (Al-imâm an-Nawawî, Gardens of the Righteous), and “Our friend

Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I am going there to wake him up” (John 11:11) (When

Jesus’ disciples replied, “Lord, if he sleeps, he will get better,” he told them plainly,

“Lazarus is dead” [John 11:12–14]). And the second section of the video shows ani-

mals who are being slaughtered and who are revealed to be “dreaming” through the

following words of Pascal Quignard: “Animals dream while sleeping as they dream

while standing as they dream while leaping” (Vie Secrète [Secret Life]). If animals

“dream,” even while standing and leaping, it is in the sense that they are captivated,

not having beings manifest as such: 

It has been observed that if its [the bee’s] abdomen is carefully cut away while

it is sucking, a bee will simply carry on regardless even while the honey runs out

of the bee from behind. … the bee is simply taken [hingenommen] by its food. …

When the bee flies out of the hive to find food it registers the direction in which

it stands in relation to the sun. … If we… take the box in which the bee has been

imprisoned back to the hive and place it some distance behind the hive, then the

newly freed bee flies in the direction in which it would have to fly in order to find

the hive from the feeding place, even though the hive is relatively nearby, and it

does so for the appropriate distance once again. … [the bee] flies back in a pre-

established direction over a pre-established distance without regard to the posi-

tion of the hive. It does not strike out in a given direction prescribed for it by the

place in which it has found itself. Rather it is absorbed by a direction, is driven

to produce this direction out of itself — without regard to the destination. The

bee does not at all comport itself toward particular things, like the hive, the

feeding place and so on. The bee is simply given over to the sun and to the period

of its flight without being able to grasp either of these as such… The animal is

taken, taken and captivated [benommen] by things.4

I’ve placed quotation marks around dreaming because, notwithstanding Quignard’s

words, properly speaking the animal does not dream, for dreams are the apanage of

mortals, and the animal is not a mortal. In Arabic, the word Hayy means “Living, hav-

ing life, alive, or quick… and hayawân is syn. with hayy [as meaning having animal

life]… . Hayât: … Life… And fa’inna al-dâr al-‘âkhira lahiya al-hayawân in the Qur’ân
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self sleeping dreamlessly then?16 I wager that Shahrazâd would not have settled her

pillow to sleep had the ghost of one of the previous one-night wives of King Shahrayâr

appeared before her, but would have listened to the tale that the latter was dying to

tell her. “I woke myself when the / ghost came in / Actually I spoke to myself / saying,

‘Wake up, you (I) / are afraid of ghosts’”17 (how wonderful is the courage of this fear).18

What the specter of King Hamlet says to his son is certainly something he is dying to

tell to him, not only in the sense that he desires greatly to tell it to him (die: “infor-

mal To desire something greatly: … She was dying to see the exhibit” [American

Heritage Dictionary]); but also in the sense that it is only once he has told him that

he was murdered treacherously by his brother,19 and once Hamlet has settled that

unfinished business by killing the usurping king that the former king’s soul can rest,

i.e. stop dying. Due to the consuming revengefulness that constitutes him or her, the

revenant is oblivious that at one level, it is always My Life,20 but the other or others’

death: “I am Prado, I am also Prado’s father. I venture to say that I am also Lesseps…

I am also Chambige… every name in history is I ” 21 (from Friedrich Nietzsche’s 

5 January 1889 letter to Jacob Burckhardt, which he wrote during his psychosis, i.e.

dying before dying—Oh, as Nietzsche said, those humans of old knew how to dream /

And did not need to fall asleep first22).23 Dead, immemorially before Ash Wednesday,

Narcissus cannot face himself 24 in the limpid water of the pool: “Because I do not

hope to turn again / Because I do not hope.” Notwithstanding the ineffable poise of the

cadaver25— which while falling (“Cadaver: Middle English from Latin cadaver from

cadere to fall, die”)26 seems balanced, and which gives the impression that it is name-

less — there’s something I’m “dying to tell you,”27 who lived after Jesus Christ, “the

resurrection and the life” (John 11:25): A name trimmed with colored ribbons28 (such

colors have the musics of the spouse29 for synesthetic accompaniment). The one

called turned again back to front / On death’s bed,30 that is, was resurrected,31 i.e. was

no longer subject to the imposition of betrayal but open to the possibility of dedica-

tion: “It’s the jump that separates the earth from the earth. The jump is the real

mountain. The bird flew (like a zipper that is being unzipped), the far away mountain

became a valley.” These lines from the first edition of my first book, Distracted

(1991), are absent from the book’s second edition (2003) by Tuumba Press, whose

publisher is the poet Lyn Hejinian. They are dedicated to Hejinian, who wrote in

“Book 8” of her A Border Comedy: 

“It’s the jump that separates each instant from the earth

The jump is the real rolling wall 

The bird flies like a zipper being unzipped

And the mountain becomes 

A valley”32

way to turn? Although he saw nobody in the City of the Dead, which was “presently”

indeed an empty agglomeration of cemeteries,7 quite desolate, he overheard the whis-

pers of those of the dead who had passed the Opening of the Mouth ceremony. One of

the voices said: “But one can’t gossip without a body to betray.”8 Another said to him

in French: “Tu a été nommé Alexandre à vie (You were called Alexandre for life).” He

realized that if he’s already dead, then he could no longer claim the name Alexander.

She thought that if he is not responding, he must not be Alexander. What is his name

then? Should she name names? But how to delicately name names without calling

him names,9 without name calling the one who no longer showed his face anywhere?

Can one call the dead without calling him names? For example, how to respond to one

of the letters Friedrich Nietzsche wrote between 4 and 6 January 1889 without call-

ing the author of The Anti-Christ “The Crucified” and “Prado” and “(Henri) Chambige”

(the latter two were criminals who had been tried for murder in Paris and Algeria)?10

The same voice resumed: “Ta mort est sans appel (your death is without appeal).”

Repeatedly unable to turn when called, he wondered in exasperation whether he

should call it quits or a day — or a life for that matter. But to do the latter he would

have to sign his own death warrant. With what name to do so when he no longer knew

or remembered his name? He could no longer mind his own business, be it suicide.

But was his death his own business? The dead can no longer mind his own business

and/or death is not the dead’s own business. He came to the realization that the dead

cannot sign his own death warrant, cannot die. Given that he was now “in” a spatial

labyrinth, when he reached a dead end and retraced his steps to the crossroads to

take a different path, he did not feel that he had been at that particular crossroads;

but given that he was also in a temporal labyrinth, he sometimes felt sure about his

whereabouts even when arriving there seemingly for the first time, and moreover felt

that he knew for certain the path to take. Those doubts were certainties11— being

thought-insertions. Anxious moment / I don’t mention betrayal / Leave that to

dream.12 I’ll throw down the mirror and name it ship.13 Perhaps, in my absent-mind-

edness — my being foreign — I’m not constantly losing the key but (in my absent-mind-

edness) constantly finding it14— the key to dreams.15 On finding “himself ” “outside”

“the City of the Dead,” he saw people frozen still in the same postures as those he had

seen on the walls of the ancient Egyptian cemeteries of al-Uqsur. When he at last

found her, he dreaded that she would cut him — who had passed the Opening of the

Mouth ceremony and was dying to tell her two or three things — dead. Why is the liv-

ing woman in T.S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock settling her pillow to

sleep when she encounters the undead? Why is she so sleepy then? What disclosure

is she thus trying to elude (during the non-rapid eye movement [NREM] stages of her

sleep)? “Tell you all,” Lazarus says in Eliot’s poem, and would that “all” not also

include himself? Did Lazarus come back to tell himself about death? Did he find him-
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a night that is itself like a thousand nights (“one night of sweet love is as one thou-

sand and one nights [dî laylat hubb hilwah bi alf layla wa layla],” as Umm Kulthûm

sings in her song Alf Layla wa layla [The Thousand and One Nights]). Were I to

become the editor of a future edition of The Thousand and One Nights, I would place

“The Thousand-and-First Night” as the heading of Shahrazâd’s first night with the

king; and I would make sure that one of the so-called nights is missing, i.e. that the

edition is incomplete. Todorov: “The speech-act receives, in the Arabian Nights, an

interpretation which leaves no further doubt as to its importance. If all the charac-

ters incessantly tell stories, it is because this action has received a supreme conse-

cration: narrating equals living. The most obvious example is that of Scheherazade

herself, who lives exclusively to the degree that she can tell stories; but this situation

is ceaselessly repeated within the tale.”36 By volunteering to be the next wife of the

murderous king, Shahrazâd offers herself as the ransom for her father and for the

young women of her city, ending up saving, along with herself (and her father), (at

least) a thousand of the kingdom’s young women, who must have become “fit for cop-

ulation” during the “thousand nights” Shahrazâd spends telling stories to the king;

yet, notwithstanding her having “perused the books, annals, and legends of preced-

ing kings, and the stories, examples, and instances of bygone men and things,” “col-

lected a thousand books of histories relating to antique races and departed rulers,”

“perused the works of the poets and knew them by heart,” and “studied philosophy

and the sciences, arts, and accomplishments,” she could not have come up with these

life-saving stories except by drawing on the deaths of the previous one thousand one-

night wives of King Shahrayâr. Therefore, it is inaccurate to write that narrating

equals living in The Thousand and One Nights: while narration is a way of postpon-

ing the death of the narrator — though only for a while since old age is meanwhile

advancing inexorably— it itself draws on death. We could not write were we as mor-

tals not already dead even as we live; or else did we not draw, like Shahrazâd, in an

untimely collaboration, on what the dead is undergoing. If Shahrazâd needed the pre-

vious deaths of the king’s former thousand one-night wives, it was because notwith-

standing being a mortal, thus undead even as she lived, she did not draw on her

death. That is why she cannot exclaim to Shahrayâr: “There’s something I am dying

to tell you.” And that is why past the Night spanning a thousand nights, Shahrazâd

cannot extend her narration even for one additional normal night;37 it is on the thou-

sand-and-second night, i.e. the night when this collaboration with the previous thou-

sand one-night wives of the king has become discontinued, that Shahrazâd asks the

king to release her from telling stories, being no longer able to come up with addi-

tional ones.38 If “the greatest of all night works is the one called The Thousand and

One Nights” (Lyn Hejinian),39 this cannot be simply because it has a myriad nights,

but because its night is the greatest. The exemplary Night and Day: “Were there to

Indeed Distracted is listed in the section “Sources” for “Book 8” at the end of A Border

Comedy. Had I already cut these lines from the second edition of Distracted prior to

2001, the year A Border Comedy was published? In that case the following words from

Distracted would apply to them: “A line written with the possibility of evading receiv-

ing it, but read in the absence of such a possibility only became real when it was thus

read; if a copyright is to be attributed to anyone at all, it should be to the one who read

it in such a manner.” Or is it on seeing these lines in Hejinian’s book not placed in quo-

tation marks that I decided to cut them from the second edition, thus dedicating them

to a fabulous friend?33

A Border Comedy: Trying to join two cliffs with a phrase. But the phrase itself has 

a chasm, stops in the middle.34 “Morning overtook Shahrazâd, and she lapsed into

silence… The king thought to himself, ‘I will spare her until I hear the rest of the

story; then I will have her put to death the next day.’” Thus starts what, we are told,

went on in this guise for “a thousand nights” of story telling. Why a thousand nights?

When he was told by his brother that the latter killed his wife and her paramour in

flagrante delicto, King Shahrayâr said: “By Allah, had the case been mine, I would not

have been satisfied without slaying a thousand women, and that way madness lies!”

On witnessing his own wife’s adultery, King Shahrayâr slew her then “sware himself

by a binding oath that whatever wife he married he would abate her maidenhead at

night and slay her next morning, to make sure of his honor.” And indeed, thenceforth,

each morning, following his orders, his Minister struck off the head of his latest wife.

“On this wise he continued for the space of three years, marrying a maiden every

night and killing her the next morning… till there remained not in the city a young

person fit for carnal copulation. Presently the King ordered his Chief Wazîr… to bring

him a virgin… and the Minister went forth and searched and found none. So he

returned home in sorrow and anxiety, fearing for his life from the King. Now the

Wazîr had two daughters; the elder of whom was named Shahrazâd.” It is at this point

that Shahrazâd volunteers to be the next wife of the king. In his translation of The

Thousand and One Nights, Edward William Lane writes: “And thus, on the first night

of the thousand and one, Shahrazâd commenced her recitations.” This line is not in

my copy of the Bûlâq Arabic edition, the edition on which Lane based his translation.

I think that it was an error to add it. Borges too errs when he writes: “Why were there

first a thousand [the apparently Persian version: Hazar Afsana, the thousand tales]

and later a thousand and one?”35 It is confounding that despite all his flair Borges

should miss the displacement from tale in the Persian version to night in the Arabic

one: I consider that the first title refers to the stories Shahrazâd tells, while the sec-

ond refers to the nights, the one thousand nights of the one thousand unjustly mur-

dered previous one-night wives of King Shahrayâr plus his night with Shahrazâd, 
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that the two kings were sterile: at no point is it mentioned that they have any chil-

dren. Would this explain in part why Shahrayâr kills every morning the latest wife

with whom he’s had sexual intercourse the previous night? Indeed, to spare her life

would soon enough reveal his sterility. It may also explain why it is that after hun-

dreds of nights during which they repeatedly had sexual intercourse, we are never

told that Shahrayâr asks Shahrazâd whether she is pregnant yet. What is he waiting

for during his many nights with Shahrazâd?46 Is it only the continuation of each of

the previous nights’ interrupted stories? It is also and mainly to have a (male) child,

miraculously or magically. It is not only the embedded stories of The Thousand and

One Nights that are permeated by magic — even the frame story is: the jinn who keeps

the woman he abducted imprisoned in a casket set in a coffer to which are affixed

seven strong padlocks of steel and which he deposits on the deep bottom of the sea for

fear of being betrayed by her. The Thousand and One Nights ends with Shahrazâd

presenting the king with three male children — “one of them walked, and one crawled,

and one was at the breast”— and informing him: “these are thy children…” Isn’t there

something disturbing in this riddle-like formulation? Does it actually describe a sin-

gle child rather than three children, since in some of the various editions of The

Thousand and One Nights Shahrazâd presents the king with one child as his son?

Does it not remind us of the Sphinx’ riddle to Oedipus: “What creature has only one

voice, walks sometimes on two legs, sometimes on three, sometimes on four, and

which, contrary to the general law of nature, is at its weakest when it uses the most

legs?”? Does this augur ill for King Shahrayâr, who was betrayed by his first wife?

Will he be betrayed by his thousand-and-second wife, Shahrazâd, this time with his

own son (in which case, this uncanny betrayal would be a humorous lesson for him

regarding his failure to keep his “binding oath that whatever wife he married he

would abate her maidenhead at night and slay her the next morning to make sure of

his honour; ‘For,’ said he, ‘there never was nor is there one chaste woman upon the

face of earth’”)? In this case, the latter would be that negative messianic figure, the

Antichrist.

Jalal Toufic, Two or Three Things I’m Dying to Tell You

(Sausalito, CA: The Post-Apollo Press, 2005), pp. 88–105.

remain only one day, God would extend that day until the Mahdî (the Muslim mes-

siah; aka al-Qâ’im) would issue from my children” (tradition traced back to the

prophet Muhammad); and were there to remain only one night, Shahrazâd would still

tell stories for a thousand nights — until a (messianic) child is born to the childless

king? Borges: “For us the word thousand is almost synonymous with infinite. To say

a thousand nights is to say infinite nights, countless nights, endless nights.40 To say

a thousand and one nights is to add one to infinity.”41 But the infinity, if there is one,

is implied not in the thousand (nights of the unjustly murdered previous wives) but

rather in the one (night of Shahrazâd). Since the “thousand nights” of story-telling

are the extension by Shahrazâd of one night, there is something messianic about The

Thousand and One Nights. I gave my beloved Graziella a copy of The Thousand and

One Nights in the Arabic edition of Dâr al-Mashriq, rather than in the Bûlâq edition

republished by Madbûlî Bookstore, Cairo, certainly not because it is an expurgated

edition, but because it does not contain at least one of the nights — night 365 is miss-

ing. “According to a superstition current in the Middle East in the late nineteenth cen-

tury when Sir Richard Burton was writing, no one can read the whole text of the

Arabian Nights without dying” (Robert Irwin, The Arabian Nights: A Companion).42

Borges: “At home I have the seventeen volumes of Burton’s version [of The Thousand

and One Nights]. I know I’ll never read all of them…”43 How ambivalent must be a

man’s feelings toward his beloved for him to give her a complete edition of The Thou-

sand and One Nights before the time of Redemption! His wife died just as she finished

it. When, melancholic, he descended to Hades to resurrect her, she asked him to tell

her a tale, “for instance the story of that Greek, Orpheus. What was it he was dying to

tell (again) to his dead wife, Eurydice? Was it: ‘Till death do us part’?44 Or did he die

to become an oracle?” Until the worldly reappearance of al-Qâ’im (The Resurrector),

there should not be a complete edition of The Thousand and One Nights. The only one

who should write the missing night that brings the actual total of nights to a thousand

and one is the messiah/al-Qâ’im, since only with his worldly reappearance can one

read the whole book without dying.45 How can Shahrazâd escape slaughter once she

can no longer come up with new stories? Past the customary exordium in a Moslem

book, consisting in the main of the basmala (“In the name of God, the Compassionate,

the Merciful”), praise and thanksgiving to God and invocation of blessing on the

Prophet, The Thousand and One Nights’ first words are: “In tide of yore and in time

long gone before, there was a King of the Kings of the Banû Sâsân in the Islands of

India and China, a Lord of armies and guards and servants and dependents. He left

only two sons.” We then learn that after becoming kings, and after ruling over their

subjects “with justice during a period of twenty years,” these two sons, the eldest,

Shahrayâr, and the youngest, Shâh Zamân, discovered that they were being betrayed

by their two wives. What could have been a factor in this betrayal? It was probably
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NOTES

1. The title of a Lyn Hejinian book published by Granary

Books in 2001. 

2. Obviously, the title comes from Goya’s print The Sleep

of Reason Produces Monsters (plate 43 of Los Capri-

chos, second edition, ca. 1803).

3. If I chose to place myself among the sleepers, it is partly

because unlike Brecht, who is pictured in a poster—

hung on the wall behind sleeping Lebanese theater

director Rabih Mroué—holding the mask of a sleeping

person while he himself is “wide awake” (to “wide

awake” Brecht, someone could have exclaimed: “Dream

on!” [indeed the mask that the ostensibly insomniac

Brecht is holding seems to be the product of dreaming];

Brecht might have awakened then!), and whose work

stresses critical consciousness, my work draws consid-

erably on the unconscious in its construction of con-

cepts.

4. Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Meta-

physics: World, Finitude, Solitude, trans. William McNeill

and Nicholas Walker (Bloomington: Indiana University

Press, 1995), pp. 242–247.

5. Edward William Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 8 vol-

umes (Beirut, Lebanon: Librairie du Liban, 1980), entry

hâ’ yâ’ yâ’. I feel boundless gratitude to Lane for this

monumental work.

6. Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics,

pp. 270–271.

7. The City of the Dead is conjointly the most populated

city and the most deserted city: it fits many more people

than a city of the living can, but each person is alone in

it, apparently the only survivor.

8. Lyn Hejinian, A Border Comedy (New York: Granary

Books, 2001), p. 109.

9. “Traiter quelqu’un de tous les noms: to call somebody

everything under the sun.” Le Robert & Collins Senior,

Dictionnaire Français-Anglais/Anglais-Français, 5th edi-

tion.

10. From Nietzsche’s 6 January 1889 letter to Jacob

Burckhardt: “I am Prado, I am also Prado’s father. I ven-

ture to say that I am also Lesseps… I wanted to give my

Parisians whom I love a new concept—that of a decent

criminal. I am also Chambige—another decent crimi-

nal. … every name in history is I. This fall, dressed as lit-

tle as possible, I twice attended my funeral, the first time

as Count Robilant (no, he’s my son, insofar as I’m Carlo

Alberto, my nature here below), but I was myself An-

tonelli [Papal Secretary of State under Pius IX].”

11. Hejinian, A Border Comedy, p. 54.

12. Ibid., pp. 61–62.

13. Ibid., p. 71.

14. Ibid., p. 62.

15. Magritte’s The Key to Dreams (La clef des songes), 1927

and 1930 versions.

16. See Jalal Toufic, Over-Sensitivity (Los Angeles: Sun &

Moon Press, 1996), pp. 171–174.

17. Lyn Hejinian, The Cell (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press,

1992), p. 100.

18. For another take on the courage of fear, cf. my book

(Vampires): An Uneasy Essay on the Undead in Film,

2nd ed. (Sausalito, CA: The Post-Apollo Press, 2003), 

pp. 125–126: “We fear fear because often fear either dis-

closes to us or makes us sense what we know (i.e. we

fear fear because we are basically gullible enough to

think that what we did not know that we know is the

truth)—fear is courage. Courage is not the absence of

fear, since it partly resides in confronting what fear dis-

closes; but the absence of the fear of fear, of the swish

pan that hides what fear could have revealed.”

19. The ghost, who asserts a unique identity—in Shake-

speare’s Hamlet, he says to prince Hamlet, “I am thy

father’s spirit”—is not the dead, who feels every name

in history is I, but the messenger of the dead. But this

messenger of the dead cannot be a revenant asking for

a specific retribution without having forgotten about (at

least) one of the secrets of his prison house, namely

“every name in history is I ”; consequently, he is unable

to disclose this secret even in an aparté. “But that I am

forbid / To tell the secrets of my prison-house, / I could a

tale unfold whose lightest word / Would harrow up thy

soul, freeze thy young blood, / (…) But this eternal bla-

zon must not be / To ears of flesh and blood” (Shake-

speare’s Hamlet, 1.5.13–21). The notion that he is forbid-

den to tell, rather than oblivious about this secret is

probably a thought-insertion. What is one of the secrets

whose unfolding would harrow up prince Hamlet’s soul

and freeze his young blood? That in the undeath realm,

where he feels every name in history is I, his undead

father sometimes exclaims: “I, Claudius, miss my queen

Gertrude.” Thus, it is Gertrude who esoterically initiates

her son Hamlet into some of the secrets of the undeath

realm.

20. The title of a Lyn Hejinian book.

21. See Selected Letters of Friedrich Nietzsche, trans.

Christopher Middleton (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1969), p. 347.

22. Hejinian, A Border Comedy, p. 17.

23. From another perspective, “dying… is essentially mine

in such a way that no one can be my representative”

(Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Mac-

quarrie & Edward Robinson [New York: Harper & Row,

1962], p. 297); while life is never my life, “for death is

that whereby all successive forms of the living are

deposed and terminated to the advantage of the single

formless power of life, élan vital for Bergson, inorganic

life for Deleuze, blind folds of DNA molecules for con-

temporary biology. The infinite value of life affirms itself

only through death.… Death is, for any particular living

thing, the transcendence of life in it. Death is that

whereby, beyond the derisory being-multiple of living

individuals, the existence of life affirms itself. Every time

that a living thing dies, what is silently spoken is: ‘I, life,

exist.’” (Alain Badiou, “Existence and Death,” trans. Nina

Power and Alberto Toscano, Discourse special issue

Mortals to Death, ed. Jalal Toufic, winter 2002, pp.

64–65).

24. Hejinian, A Border Comedy, p. 44.

25. Ibid., p. 103.

26. American Heritage Dictionary.

27. Hejinian, A Border Comedy, p. 14.

28. Lyn Hejinian, My Life (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press,

1991), p. 14.

29. Lyn Hejinian’s dedication to her husband, the musician

Larry Ochs, in The Cold of Poetry. Certainly the model

spouse is the musician and singer Orpheus.

30. Hejinian, A Border Comedy, p. 49.

31. As far as I am concerned, and as is clear from the title 

of my seminar “Saving the Living Human’s Face and

Backing the Mortal,” the face is linked to life (“Muhayyâ

[from the root Hayy, Living]: The face [al-Sihâh, al-

Qâmûs, at-Tibrîzî’s Exposition of the Hamâsah, p. 23] of

a man, because it is specified in salutation; [Exposition

of the Hamâsah ubi suprà;] a term used only in praise”

[Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, entry hâ’ yâ’ yâ’]),

while the back is related to the mortal, who is subject to

over-turns.

32. Hejinian, A Border Comedy, p. 108.

33. The following words, “the consequence of using large

time intervals is that most, if not all of the fluctuations in

images and perceptions cancel out, one ending up hav-

ing the gross approximation that normal perception is,”

which appear on page 3 of the first edition of my book

(Vampires): An Uneasy Essay on the Undead in Film,

published by Station Hill Press in 1993, and on which

these words by Lyn Hejinian are based, “But no matter

what avoiding the larger time intervals / Since they

would cancel out all strange fluctuations and less prob-

able connections / Leaving only a gross approximation”
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(A Border Comedy, p. 52), are not dedicated to Hejinian,

as they are still (p. 14) in the second edition published

by the Post-Apollo Press in 2003.

34. Jalal Toufic, Distracted (Barrytown, NY: Station Hill

Press, 1991), p. 18; 2nd ed. (Berkeley, CA: Tuumba Press,

2003), p. 18.

35. Jorge Luis Borges, Seven Nights, trans. Eliot Wein-

berger; introduction by Alastair Reid (London: Faber and

Faber, 1984), p. 49.

36. “Narrative-Men” in Tzvetan Todorov, The Poetics of

Prose, trans. Richard Howard, with a new foreword by

Jonathan Culler (Oxford: Blackwell, 1977), p. 73.

37. This makes clear that the “three years” in “On this wise

he continued for the space of three years, marrying a

maiden every night and killing her the next morning” is

a round expression for “one thousand nights.”

38. I presume that the king must have, early on, asked at his

court whether any of the historians and scholars of the

kingdom, and any of its oral storytellers knows the con-

tinuation of the story Shahrazâd had interrupted telling

him the previous night; had any of them known the end

of the story, he would have told it to the king and the lat-

ter would have proceeded to behead Shahrazâd. There-

fore, while the collection of stories titled The Thousand

and One Nights draws on previous stories from various

cultures (India, Persia, Moslem Egypt, Iraq and Syria,

etc.), within the diegesis, Shahrazâd does not simply

retell stories she would have culled from “the books,

annals, and legends of preceding kings, and the stories,

examples, and instances of bygone men and things,”

the “thousand books of histories relating to antique

races and departed rulers,” and “the works of the poets,”

but invents, in an untimely collaboration with the previ-

ous one thousand one-night wives of the king, the sto-

ries she tells King Shahrayâr.

39. Lyn Hejinian, The Language of Inquiry (Berkeley, CA:

University of California Press, 2000), p. 251.

40. “If you were stranded alone on a desert island, what is

the one book you would take along with you?” My first

choice is Ibn al-‘Arabî’s The Meccan Openings (aka The

Meccan Illuminations), this great multi-volume exege-

sis, aided by spiritual taste (dhawq) and unveiling

(kashf), of one book, the Qur’ân. My second choice is

The Thousand and One Nights—how many islands there

are in this book, especially in the tales of Sindbad the

Seaman! In the tale of his first voyage, we read: “O

Captain, I am that Sindbad the Seaman who traveled

with other merchants, and when the fish heaved and

thou calledst to us, some saved themselves and others

sank, I being one of them. But Allah Almighty threw in

my way a great tub of wood, of those the crew had used

to wash withal, and the winds and waves carried me to

this island…” And in the tale of his second voyage, we

read: “When I awoke, I found myself alone, for the ship

had sailed and left me behind, nor had one of the mer-

chants or sailors bethought himself of me. I searched

the island right and left, but found neither man nor Jinn,

whereat I was beyond measure troubled, and my gall

was like to burst for stress of chagrin and anguish and

concern, because I was left quite alone, without aught of

worldly gear or meat or drink, weary and heartbroken.”

41. Borges, Seven Nights, p. 45.

42. Robert Irwin, The Arabian Nights: A Companion (Lon-

don: Penguin, 1994), p. 1.

43. Borges, Seven Nights, p. 50.

44. Nietzsche writes of those who are sovereign that they

“give their word as something that can be relied on

because they know themselves strong enough to main-

tain it in the face of accidents, even ‘in the face of fate’”

(On the Genealogy of Morals). Is it the case that acci-

dents and the inversions of “fate” are obstacles to keep-

ing the promise, or is it rather that one really promises

only that which is likely to be upset by accidents, even

by “fate” (in which case, one tempts fate by giving a

promise)? That is, has one really ever promised other

than the impossible? Have I not once promised a

woman: Until death do us part, i.e., to love her beyond

her natural demise until the labyrinthine realm of death

with its over-turns parts us (as it did Orpheus and

Euripides)?

45. Thus, during al-Qâ’im’s occultation, were someone to

read an edition that asserts itself to be the complete edi-

tion of The Thousand and One Nights and not die, we

would have to deduce that at least one of its stories

does not belong to the actual book, but is a spurious

addition.

46. Every work that deals with waiting in a genuine, essen-

tial sense is in some degree a messianic work, leads to

or draws on messianism. That the messiah has not

appeared on earth yet implies either that we have not

yet learned to wait properly (in which case, what we are

waiting for is to reach the proper state of waiting, the

right way to wait); or else that the messiah’s coming is

not to earth, that the messiah has already appeared

where he should go (see my book Undying Love, or

Love Dies [The Post-Apollo Press, 2002], pp. 30–34).
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