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Thematics Author/Authority

Thematics Residency

Author/Authority
Introduction by Lilia Mestre

The words ‘author’ and ‘authority’ share
the same etymology, both deriving
from the Latin ‘auctor’: the authorizer,
responsible agent, originator, or maker.
Their meaning is also related to the
verbs ‘create’ or ‘cause.’ But if we
think through these two terms and their
relation, we arrive at a critical point in
our understanding of the artist/author.
If the artist is considered an author, does
that mean that we necessarily see him/
her as an authority? In other words,
where is the authority of the author
located if we link authority to a set of
conditions that define a way of living,
a political attitude?

We know that knowledge, thought, ideas
and creation are constituted by far more
complex constellations of relations and
things. They emerge out of assemblages and
combinations of materials that are constantly
being (re)processed and (re)combined.
The assignment of power to one singular
person seems to have become oldfashioned, a conservative and manipulative
simplification of work practices to fit the strong
desires of recognition and representation
that rule our markets and politics.
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Art today deals with the phenomenon of
its own construction, its critical autonomy,
the workings of its materials and properties.
Subject matter and content have been
reformulated as form, as concept, as an
agency transgressing the idea of the sole
artist, emancipating itself from the authority
of the author. In other words, the work’s
importance is located in its materiality, its
singular performativity, rather than in its
authorial dependence.
Curatorial practices have extended to
collaborative practices with artists. The
transverse crossing-over of roles delineates
an open and rich approach to creation.
A system of mediation is created between
different agents with different approaches
acting within a site-specific context.
This makes us reconsider the position of
the artist, not as a father/mother to his/
her work, preceding it and bringing it
to life, but compels us to consider the
artist in the present tense, existing only in
its construction: ‘(…) the modern writer
(scriptor) is born simultaneously with his text;
he is in no way supplied with a being which
precedes or transcends his writing, he is in
no way the subject of which his book is the
predicate; there is no other time than that
of the utterance, and every text is eternally
written here and now’ (R. Barthes).

These reflections and practices raise several
questions as to the status of work and artistic
production. Who or what is the producer,
the manager, the institution? Where lies the
authority of a work of art in these conditions?
What is the critical weight of the work if the
author is no longer personally accountable?
What is to be done with authenticity or
originality?
The ‘death of the author’ led to the
emergence of a revolutionary form, creating
a resistance to the author as authority and
as a symbol of exemplary mastery, aligning a
critical attitude to modes of production with
a greater responsibility put on the viewer/
spectator to become part of this production.
The spectator becomes an autonomous and
emancipated creator, an anonymous author
that (re)assembles the materials at hand,
bringing the unity of the work not to its source
but to its destination.
The artists developed their singular practices
during the two-month residency and we then
met to discuss them on several occasions. The
assignment for these discussions was based
on the interview system we developed in
anticipation of this publication.
The system was rather simple: each of us
had to put a written question to another by
email. The one who received a question had
to reply by email before the next meeting.
Each time we met we read our answers and
discussed them. This provided material from
which to choose the next interviewee and
ask a new question for the following week.

What you will read in this publication is a
collection of ‘Plural Interviewers’ interviews of
each of the participants. They were edited
individually to construct a discourse about
our practices from plural viewpoints and
interests.
Among other things we practised several
editing methods for Plankton #48 and Plankton
#49 where we used everyone’s material. The
material became a correspondence in letter
format, a discussion between people, a
theatre play, a game.
Three workshops were organized in
collaboration with a.pass during the
Thematics residency on ‘Author/Authority’:
‘From Tool to Object: Different Approaches
to the Interview’ (curated by Adva Zakai and
Anna Rispoli), ‘Chinese Whispers & Original
Copies’ (with Nikolaus Gansterer), and ‘The
End of Identity’ (with Various Artists).
Other people joined the different research
projects: Mark Franko joined Fabian Barba,
while Abäke was joined by Tania Isabel
Garduño, Charlotte York, Olivier Belleflamme,
Francesco Sarao and Loraine Furter.
The performance installation by Abäke, Tania
Isabel Garduño and guests was presented
during the Happenings event on 12 October
2013 under the title ‘Charlotte Sera Présente.’
Thank you to all the participants for the
inspiring discussions and works. A special
thanks to the a.pass research centre for
financing this edition of the Thematics
residency and to nadine to host the plankton
# 48 and #49 events.
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Thematics Author/Authority Rana Hamadeh interviewed by Lilia Mestre
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Thematics Author/Authority

AA Plural interviewers

INTERVIEW
Adva Zakai

Lilia asked: Your latest works
directly address issues of authority
through the participation of other
artists but also the participation of
the audience. In dominokingdom there
is a complex set-up that confuses
and invites the audience to be
responsible for the continuation of
the project. In fact in your latest
performance, Regarding Yesterday,
the performance is also dependent
on the audience’s participation and
willingness to cooperate.
I’m curious about the question
of authorship and how it functions
in your work?

Introduction:
My work in the Thematics residency was the
first phase of a year-long process that will result
in a series of events to be held in people’s
apartments. These events will be curated by
the hosts in collaboration with Maki and me,
and based on a series of interviews that will
take place in March-April 2014 in Aubervilliers,
France. I call it a ‘living-room sitcom’ because
these individual moments will be treated as
episodes in a series that creates a portrait of
a city and its inhabitants. In the context of the
‘Author/Authority’ theme I focused on the
practice of the interview and experimented
with various protocols that challenge the
roles and power of both the interviewer and
interviewee. But the collective discussions we
had every week during the residency and
the questions the others asked me somehow
incited me to reflect back on previous projects
and look into the common interest they all
facilitated. Now, as I read over them again, I
sometimes found the need to add a thought
or two. The present additions are in bold.
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I answered: You mention the notion of
‘responsibility’ in your question, a
notion that is in fact more adequate to
describe the role of the audience in
(some of) my work than authorship.
My propositions often depend on the
willingness of the audience to feed
the work with their own ideas, but
without the work becoming theirs. A
responsibility is given to the public
to not only nourish the situation
with contributions, but also to ask
themselves whether they would like
to do so, and why. I sometimes find
myself creating formats that tackle
aspects of authorship, but that is
more of a by-product of other themes
I’m interested in addressing and
cannot be developed through the
existing authorship protocols we are
familiar with.
Thanks to the process we went through
during the Thematics residency and
the talks we had, I now know that I
prefer to engage with questions of
authority than authorship.

In Regarding Yesterday, the authority
over
the
interpretation
of
the
performance
material
is
in
the
hands of the audience (of course it
always is, but in this case there
is a situation where the emancipation
of the audience is crucial for the
existence of this specific piece).
I didn’t know what this piece could
develop into until the audience told
me what they saw in it. The aim is
to separate the work of art from the
person who created it. It belongs
neither to me nor to the public, but
is a mediating element between us and
a trigger to think and act further.
I am the author of the piece, but
the piece is not mine. Yet, except
for not ‘owning’ the meaning of the
performance
material,
everything
else in this work is explicitly
in my authority (the concept, the
discussion,
the
development
of
the work into new material). This
authority obviously has to be given to
me by the public; it’s not just there
for granted. The more I think about
it, the more I’m convinced that this
piece doesn’t deal with ways to blur
authority, but with other objectives
(the various perspectives from which
to look at something, the message
relay between publics, the potential
of a thing to become anything, etc.).
In dominokingdom we suggested a system
of curation that is not dependent on
our taste or aesthetic preferences,
but on the way the public perceives
the works presented. In this case it’s
quite clear – we had no authority
over the curation or selection.

Thinking
further:
of
course
we
(Miriam and I) had full authority
over how dominokingdom developed.
The curatorial concept was just a
principal that determined the public’s
means of engagement. I can’t even
claim it was our idea, since it’s such
a basic system we implemented. But
within it there were many decisions
to be made by the two of us and they
determined the aesthetics and spirit
of this project. Our authorship lies
in these decisions. If someone else
had run this project it would have
been an entirely different thing.
This is where authorship and authority
become a bit blurred to me… We
claimed authority over the concepts
of the events where different works
were presented, but as these events
were made out of contributions from
different people, they were never
solely our creation…
This line of thinking kept
developing through Elke’s question:
You have been working a lot in
collaborative, distributed curatorial
practices. In itself this speaks
already of a certain preconceived
ideology, a vision as to what it is
to be a human being in the world, a
certain belief of how things, thoughts,
ideas should be distributed. I can of
course project onto those practices
and interpret them according to my
own world view. But I’d rather hear
from you what you consider to be the
‘ideological basis’ of your work,
and at what point your work becomes
personal again, becomes irretrievably
yours – or not (e.g., on an aesthetic
level of choice making, on the level
of personal history, etc.).
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In
the
curatorial/collaborative
practices I proposed and conducted,
the aim was always to create the
optimal conditions for personal works
to take place rather than to make work
together with people. I was brought
up in a collective that prioritized
the community over the individual,
where every distinctive act was
evaluated through its relevance to
the group. On one hand, I wanted
to free myself from the regime I
function(ed) in (be it the kibbutz, or
later, life in a capitalist society,
and within the arts, the artistic
agenda of those on whom my work’s
visibility depends) because I felt
that they limited my practice. On
the other hand, I wanted to stay in
contact with them and work within the
conditions they make me face. Through
the curatorial practices I tried to
bridge these two contradictory needs.
I created protocols that oblige me
(and anyone involved) to react to and
reflect on the ideas of those around
me, but which liberate me from having
to identify with their discourse and
aesthetics. Maybe that’s where the
ideological basis lies: I can go as
far and as inconsequently as I wish
with individual taste and aesthetics
and can even evade the overarching
discourse, as long as I take care to
create visible ties to the propositions
of others. Creating a frame for this
to happen is already an aesthetic
choice in itself, even though my idea
was never to just facilitate it, but
to make use of it to develop personal
propositions.
Sometimes,
though,
creating these contexts took so much
effort that when the moment came to
inject my own work into them I was
way too exhausted…
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Maybe
the
‘living-room
sitcom’
project comes from a similar quest:
to dose the collective and the
private in such a way that they don’t
feel like two dichotomies. There is
an interesting tension in opening
up the ultimate private space to
the public – the protocols of both
environments confront each other and
maybe that can create some kind of a
shift in self-perception. It’s one’s
space, one’s kingdom, one’s rules
and tastes, but all of this is now
coming in contact with strangers who
will inevitably treat this creation
(someone else’s home) the way they
understand it. We used to think of
the house as a place where one could
stop relating to strangers and behave
as one wishes. I think it’s an illusion
anyhow, but through this project the
experiences of public and private are
deliberately and literally merged.
This could be a good transition
to Maki’s question:
The structure of the sitcom is
usually for something to happen but
then return to a status quo at the
end of the episode. In what way will
(y)our project embrace or reject this
parameter?
My answer: In a sitcom, the plot
itself is not continuous but consists
of independent episodes that indeed
end with the same basic parameters
they started with. What does recur
in each episode is the living-room
itself (the set), the characters, the
humour and aesthetics of the sitcom.
Even though the narrative doesn’t
necessarily develop, one would need
to watch a few episodes in order to
understand the aesthetic universe

and codes of communication that the
sitcom bases itself on. When Seinfeld
started playing, people around me
seemed to develop a special humour and
understanding among themselves that
was based on the fact that they followed
that series. I remember feeling left
out, because I didn’t understand
their way of communicating. There was
some kind of a sub-community around
me that was based on their ‘Seinfeld
club’ and known only to its members… I
watched an episode or two of Seinfeld
and still could not understand what
turned people on about it. Only after
watching a considerable number of
episodes did I realize that something
was added to my sense of humour or
even to the way I perceived myself and
the world around me. I am attracted to
the potential of this sitcom culture
to create a code of communication that
belongs only to its loyal public and
the fact that it is achieved without
telling a story, but by implementing
recurrent elements.
Now to return to the ‘living-room
sitcom’ project. Each episode will be
different in nature from the others,
and what happens there will not keep
developing in the following ones.
The interesting question is what the
recurrent elements will be, which, in
the absence of a plot or continuity,
will still create a recognizable
universe to which they all belong.
And I add: Maybe like in Robert
Altman’s 1993 movie Shortcuts details
from all the stories will merge
into others, meet in the different
apartments and shed light on relations
that came into existence thanks to
the particularities of the city and
period we live in.

And
perhaps,
even
though
being
practised daily, this web of relations
had to wait for this living-room
series to gain visibility and be
acknowledged…

Fabian: While listening to your
description of the project, I realized
I was assuming that many of your
collaborators might not be, for the
most part, the people you would be
likely to encounter if you were to
present your work in a theatre. I
am mainly curious to know about the
relation that the people you’ll be
working with have already established
with the arts (in the broadest sense).
The answer I gave Fabian seems
like a good one to end with:
Whoever I end up working with will
have a big influence on the project
and consequently on the kind of public
visiting the events. This project can
potentially take place in any city
in the world, but at the same time
it has to connect strictly to the
specificities of the place and interact
with the reality of those who live
there. It makes no difference whether
the participants are an experienced
art public or not, since in this
proposition we are trying to bring
various interests into contact with
each other – the ‘artistic’ idea, the
discussions about private spaces, the
living rooms themselves, the people
who live there and their interest in
opening up their houses to the public
– and none of these agendas is more
dominant than the others.
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INTERVIEW
Fabian Barba
Fabian, let’s start by talking about
the work you’re developing with Mark
Franko, Le Marbre Tremble. This was a
solo originally created and performed
by Mark in 1988. He recently taught
it to you and now you’re looking for
a way to share it with an audience:
you’ll both be dancing the solo
and reflecting on the process of
transmission of a dance.
You told us the story of your experience
with Mark’s solo dance. You explained
that your experience of watching this
dance on video changed radically
after you danced it and experienced
it in a studio. That modified your
understanding of the dance.
To what extent do you feel any
authority to change the dance in
order for others to understand what
you understood when you danced it for
the first time?
If so, do you feel like you gain
some kind of authorship when doing
this, or do you feel like you’re just
reinterpreting it?
Does the fact that Mark chose you to
perform his dance give you some kind
of authority?
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Indeed, when I saw the dance on
video, I produced an understanding of
it through what I knew about Mark’s
work and background. Later, when I
read what Mark himself had written
about this work, my understanding of
the solo changed, as if that extra
information revealed certain tensions
he was exploring in this dance.
Learning the dance, experiencing it
physically, once again changed that
understanding; the sensations that
appeared through the dancing were not
totally unfamiliar. I could relate them
to my own story and not necessarily to
Mark’s exclusively.
From
this
perspective,
I
mean
‘understanding’ not as a rational
process alone; I mean it as a way
of making sense, of relating to
something. That would be to say that
the morphing of my understanding
of the dance implied changing the
relation I could establish with the
dance.
I think Mark has an understanding
of the dance (a relation with the
dance) which might change during this
work process; I think I’m working on
producing an understanding of the
dance (another relation with the
dance.) This might change the dance
itself. Since we’re both working on
this process I guess we both have the
authority to do so. Otherwise, what
would we be working on?
What
understanding/relation
with
the dance will the audience come to
produce? I’m not interested in making
them understand what I’ve understood. I
don’t even think that might be entirely
possible since they won’t be dancing,
but will be witnessing the dance.
13
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But also because there might be
things of my personal story that
can’t be shared. At best, presenting
this dance can be perceived as an
invitation to each audience member
to create a relation to the dance, to
make sense of it in relation to their
own lives and experiences.
I think that both of us, Mark and I,
could be perceived as authors insofar
as we’re both trying to navigate
through the many uncertainties and
questions that have been opened up.
Maybe our task as authors has to do
precisely with creating a form in
which this dance can be reinterpreted.
After creating the frame in which
this dance can be reinterpreted, it
might be the task of each audience
member to do so.
I understand that the aim is not to
share what happened between you,
the dance and Mark but rather to
create a new ‘understanding’ which
creates sense and meaning with a new
character that is here the audience.
Please stop me whenever you feel I
misunderstand.
So far, so good!
You also used the word ‘translation’ in
a mathematical sense and I understand
what you mean by it if we add the
parameter of time: it was danced then
and there with a certain person, it
will now be danced soon, here, with
another person in discussion with
the previous person who has aged
and reflected accordingly. However,
one can hardly ignore the linguistic
implications of using this word.
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Yes, the new understanding or new
sense that the presentation of this
dance might produce has much to do
with this idea of translation, or
translation of sense. Two little
notes might well be useful:
First, in English, translation can be
understood as the process of moving
something from one place to another
(what you call its mathematical
sense). But it can also be understood
as rendering a text from one language
to another, or the conversion of
something from one medium to another.
When I talk of translation of sense
I’m mainly making use of the first
understanding of the word translation.
In Spanish this first use of the word
translation is traslación, and the
second use is traducción.
Second, I became familiar with this
notion of traslación de sentido from a
book by Patricio Guerrero Arias called
Usurpación simbólica, identidad y
poder (Symbolic usurpation, identity
and power). It’s used to talk about the
political struggles and negotiations
that take place the moment a same
symbolic universe is claimed or used
by different agents, in different
contexts with different aims.
Coming back to the work with Mark:
moving the dance from one context to
another (a movement of translation)
does change the way the dance is
perceived, or the way the dance
interacts with its new context (its
sense). There is indeed a translation
of sense, a traslación de sentido.

At the beginning of your presentation
there is a series of readings of the
correspondence that has been going
on between you both. It seems to me
a very clear and interesting way to
bring the issues of collaboration
to
the
fore:
the
understanding
and misunderstanding of ideas and
relations to the work, to memory, to
translation. I’d like to know more
about this process and whether this
is a method you’ll continue to use in
the development of the piece?
While working with Mark we went for
lunch one day. He then told me the
story of how he started dancing. It
was a really nice story, very vivid,
very dynamic. In a way, even though
he was talking to me about his past,
he was talking of something very
present. I found it very beautiful and
just what we needed for the work we’re
doing. He then rightly pointed out
that he came up with such a narration
because we were alone, having lunch
and chatting in a very informal and
relaxed atmosphere; this wouldn’t
be something easy to reproduce in
another context, as in a performance
addressing people who, for the most
part, would be strangers. So he came
up with the idea of writing this story
as a letter to me.
Some letters are addressed to a very
specific person. There is a sense of
intimacy the moment they are written,
and yet they can be made public at a
later moment. There is also something
else that’s nice about letters. They
are not academic texts, you do not
need to found every argument you
put forth – you can write down your
thoughts, reflections and feelings

and share them with someone without
needing to justify them or declare
them as truths.
I like that about letters; they might
be a good way to produce certain
discourses.
I think we’ll keep the beginning of the
piece with this letter that Mark wrote.
I’m not sure we’ll insert other letters
too… Maybe, if we find we need to do so…
While watching the second part of your
presentation (when you dance alone), I
felt invited as a member of the public
to look at the dance material through
the sensations it triggered in you
and the memories you came in contact
with while your body was embodying
the movements. It was an interesting
experience, as I was conditioned to
watch the dance through the images
you provided me with beforehand in a
form of speech. The question as to
what these movements evoke in me as a
member of the public felt irrelevant;
I was only busy connecting you, your
history and wishes to the movement
performed. I enjoyed this condition,
but am curious to know in what way you
would like the public to relate to the
movement itself (independently of the
story you tell). To what extent would
you be interested in ‘authorizing’ them
to indulge in the sensation your dance
generates in them directly, without
the filter of your own story?
That’s
interesting.
The
feedback
you’re giving me, the account of your
experience – it’s very important. I
don’t know how to answer your question
directly. Or maybe this isn’t something
I can answer alone, by myself.
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In a sense, because of the way this
performance is being built, I want
your experience of viewing this
dance to comprise or take into
account Mark’s and my experience, our
stories, our memories, our interests.
Why? Maybe this project is a way for
me to dwell on the relations a dance
builds with the contexts in which
it exists. I might be trying to pay
attention, not to the autonomy of the
dance, as if existing by itself, but
to the relations it builds with the
contexts and the people through which
it exists.
Most of these relations, contexts and
people are not visible the moment we
perform the dance alone. Even if they
are somehow present in the dance (how
are they present in the dance?), if
we don’t tell you about them, you’ll
never know about those contexts and
people: New York in the late 1980s,
Quito in the late 1990s, Donya Feuer,
Paul Sanasardo, Klever Viera, the
Pichincha mountain… To bring forth
these relations is an important part
of the project.
Now, I wouldn’t want this to prevent
you from creating your relation to the
dance — to produce a new understanding
of it, or to make sense of it in
relation to your lived experience. I
understand I’m not giving you space
to relate to the dance alone, as an
autonomous entity, but I would like
you to be able to build a relation
to the dance that comprises some of
its history: the relations it already
entertains with other contexts and
people may be unknown to you and not
visibly present the moment you see
the dance.
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Of course, I’d like the performance
to give place to your live experience
too, to your memories, to the contexts
and people with whom you entertain
relations that might not be visibly
present the moment you’re with me in
the theatre watching this performance.
Trying to be much more direct in
my answer: the performance is not
conceived for you to relate to the
dance alone. I’d also like you to
relate to those stories that are part
of the dance’s history. I wouldn’t want
those stories to become a filter; I’d
like them to be part of the dance,
stories with which you could also
build relations from your own lived
experience. And I’d like to authorize
you to indulge in the sensations this
dance with stories (this dance with a
history) might produce in you.
Come to think of it, don’t you think
that most performances do precisely
this? However, when I want to turn this
into the kernel of the performance,
this dynamic turns out to be elusive.
I don’t really know how to get where I
want. Any ideas?
The whole project seems a sensible
way to work with existing material but
what is perhaps unique is that you’re
currently working with the original
author, which is rare. Are there
precedents in dance that you know of?
Are there precedents in other fields?
It’s almost an apprenticeship led by
the apprentice. Are there educational
implications in this work?

Mark and I are equally engaged in
this process of translation, somehow
conveying some of the initial ideas
and somehow letting other ideas come
into the picture.
Both of us are actively negotiating
and carrying the translation of this
dance. In that sense I don’t think
we’ve established a teacher-apprentice
relation, nor do I think there is much
of an educational intent. This is of
course my perspective, as an insider
to the project.
I’m sure there must be precedents
for this kind of work. I’m thinking
of Martin Nachbar learning Dore
Hoyer’s dances from Waltraud Luley
(see Nachbar’s lecture-demonstration
‘affects/reworks’).
I’m
not
sure
how much Luley was involved in the
staging of the dances by Nachbar,
though. I have the impression that the
staging or frame that is created for
the dances plays an important role
in this translation of sense and how
it might occur. However, I know that
Martin worked closely with Waltraud
Luley and that that was an important
experience for the creation of his
performance. Maybe our approaches are
different, and the way we’re building
our dialogues too, but these different
projects have a lot in common.
When the next person is interested in
performing it, should this person work
with both you and Mark etc.?
If another person were interested in
learning and performing this dance we
could maybe think of starting a new
process of translation. Then we could
give ourselves the freedom of deciding
how this would occur, knowing that

these choices are already a negotiation
of different political intents supposed
by the notion of translation of sense.
Therefore, depending on who this person
is and what s/he is looking for, s/he
could decide to work with me, or Mark,
or both of us, or neither of us…
In a previous performance of yours,
A Mary Wigman Dance Evening, some of
these questions were also present:
transmission of a dance, translation
of sense, authorship … How do you
think of yourself in this other work,
and where do you place yourself as the
creator of this piece?
That’s a difficult question.
On the one hand I could say that I
created six of the nine dances of
the programme (with the help of
three ex-Wigman students: Katharine
Sehnert, Irene Sieben and Susanne
Linke), because only three of these
solos are recorded on video. For the
six dances I’m talking about there
are only photos, textual descriptions
and, for some of them, also music
scores. That means we can’t retrieve
anything that could be posited as
Wigman’s ‘original’ dances; they’re
lost. Therefore I created new dances à
la façon de Wigman. Although strongly
grounded in her work, they are new
creations.
On the other hand, I perform all
those dances. It would be interesting
to think of the authorship of the
dancer, the interpreter. But let’s not
get into that right now. I’ll just say
that, when on stage, I’m not thinking
of being Wigman, nor trying to become
her; I know I’m thinking I’m myself.
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And yet the idea of myself as an
author (choreographer or interpreter)
is contaminated, invaded or populated
by Wigman. Of course it can’t be
Wigman the person, because she’s dead
– and I don’t think she has a soul
that can come to possess me. But there
is something of Wigman that remains,
that survives …
Some of her dances survive, movements
survive, the titles of the dances
survive ... And there are all these
‘survivals’ of Wigman with which I’m
working and which actively interfere
in the whole process.
I couldn’t say that I’m the author
as if I were making this work all
by myself. I’m working with materials
that come from Wigman, materials
that actively shape the dances, that
act upon and through my body. These
materials are an active presence that
has somehow materially survived and
that has nothing to do with any kind
of animistic presence. This presence
is part of the performance so I’m not
alone. There is a lot of Wigman, which
is not Wigman the person who’s now
dead, but Wigman the body of work she
created and which survives.
In another conversation you were
talking of yourself as a mestizo. In
what way does your mestizo background
influence the agency you feel you have
to manipulate or use the authoritative
cultural references you are confronted
with in these works?
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It also says that I’m trying to build
a sense of agency from that locus
of enunciation and action. It’s an
effort to establish a personal and
collective relation with cultural
references that are at the same time
alien and familiar.

I started using the word ‘mestizo’
to talk about myself rather recently.
About a year ago I noticed that I
could easily recognize the influence
of European culture through my general
education:
philosophy,
literature,
sciences, religion, language … But I
was unable to recognize the influence
of Andean culture. Only recently a
friend made me realize that there are
many Quechuan words in the Spanish
I, and the people around me, speak.
I was baffled by how I was unable to
perceive something as basic as that.
To call upon my mestizaje functions
as an acknowledgment of my desire
to dwell upon the relations I might
already have with a culture and which
passed unnoticed to myself.
But to say I’m a mestizo doesn’t say
much. A year ago I got in touch with
this term through Gloria Anzaldúa’s
book
Borderlands/La
Frontera,
in
which she speaks of a new mestiza –
‘la nueva mestiza.’ She’s talking from
her experience as a lesbian Chicana.
I’m not lesbian – am I not? – and I’m
not a Chicana. But I want to say I’m
a mestiz.

To say you’re a mestiz doesn’t make
you equal to another mestiz, it
doesn’t create any sense of immediate
bonding, it doesn’t automatically
engender a community.

In Spanish most of the nouns are
gender-marked: mestizo, mestiza. I’m
taking out the last vowel, which
marks the gender, just to feel more
comfortable.

It doesn’t create a scission either.
I could say that an indigenous Andean
culture is already a mestizaje. And
that an indigenous European culture
is also already a mestizaje.

Walking through a park in Quito I
could see myself surrounded by people
I could describe as mestizs. Can I
do that? Can I say that someone else
is a mestiz? Or is it something one
says of oneself? But to say that we
all in that park were mestizs wouldn’t
amount to creating a common identity.

Trying to approach the question
as directly as I can: to say I’m a
mestizo is to say I’m trying to figure
out a locus of enunciation, action
and sensing within the conflictive
and hierarchized terrain in which
different cultures – different ways
of thinking, doing and being in the
world – encounter each other.

When it comes to dance: my experience
as a dancer in Quito and in Brussels
is very important to me. I often
talk about it. But I’m faced with a
difficulty; when I talk about the
Quito dance scene in Brussels, I talk
to people who don’t know that dance
scene. They can only believe whatever
I tell them or not; they can hardly
answer back. That’s great because it
gives me a lot of room to say what’s
on my mind. But if I’m not careful –
and I fail to be, way too many times
– my personal, subjective and partial
experience and memory of that dance
scene might end up being perceived as
a general case, as if what I say about
the dance scene in Quito is what the
dance scene in Quito is actually
about. I know that’s not true, but
most of my interlocutors in Brussels
don’t. This is also a difficult and
conflictive
locus
of
enunciation
between two worlds. I’m trying to
figure this out.
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INTERVIEW
ELKE VAN
CAMPENHOUT
On horizontal authorities, anorexic
redistributions, and debating
politics with trees.

Welcome to Bureau d'Espoir
Chinese artists used to change their
names three times in their career so
as not to be linked all their lives to
the same work. In this way they gave
up the concept of the ‘I’ attached to a
name in order to reinvent themselves.
In other words, they gave up their
personal authorship in order to free
themselves from the weight of the past
and open up new possibilities. What
role does the responsibility of the
author play in this case?
As you know, I’m quite interested
in the questions of authorship and
responsibility and how they are
connected: how to navigate the gap
between the ‘authorial author’ and
the ‘invisible author.’ The authorial
author is the traditional author as
we know him: s/he is highly visible,
carries a great deal of symbolic
capital and public recognition, and
becomes a kind of a standard for ‘good’
knowledge, for the kind of knowledge
whose value ‘we’ commonly agree upon.
On the other hand we have the invisible
author, often working in collaborative
practices,
humble,
flexible,
a
constant source of resistance against
capital recuperation, etc.
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The former seems to be linked to
an ‘old-fashioned’ idea of social
responsibility. In the best case this
means the author is accountable for
the extent to which the work resonates
in the world, the work becoming from
time to time the object of debate, of
dissensus, forcing the artist into the
open to re-present his/her (work’s)
position in the public eye (of the
storm). The latter’s motivations for
making art are often highly political,
but the invisibility of the author,
and most often also of the ‘complete’
work – the work that is graspable in
one go, one space, one time – often
escapes public scrutiny. In that
sense the invisible author undeniably
takes
responsibility
for
his/her
work, how it is organized, how s/he
redistributes the value of work over
all the players concerned, how s/he
denies becoming part of the visibility
media circus of capital, etc. At the
same time as taking up this ‘worker’s
responsibility,’ s/he loses access to
the public eye: the role of the author
in the common debate that surpasses
the limits of the aesthetically
initiated, the experimental scene,
the meta-philosophically inclined.
In a sense we’re talking about two
different forms of responsibility: the
first one is the political, possibly
agonistic, responsibility of taking
a clear (aesthetic) position in the
social sphere. It is a position that
could possibly lead to a shared debate
concerning the value of the work and
its claims on representing a common
ground for rethinking the ‘world as
it is.’ In that sense, these kinds of
works can become highly politicized,
and the author can become the
intellectual carrier of intellectual
rigour and ideological strength.

The invisible position rather takes
a political stance on the level of
production mechanics, on the terrain
of the understanding of work, and
so also directly on what it is to
live and work together, to organize
our lives, to reclaim our time and
our limits. The invisible author
takes a stance against the policing
(Rancière) of the political, against
the limiting of ‘valuable’ knowledge
to the knowledge of the recognized
genius or specialist. However, his/
her inclination towards horizontality
prevents clarity. His/Her position
never materializes in the eye of
a larger public; no ‘scene’ is
created where the (re)constellation
of positions in the debate can take
place. In that sense the work becomes
a procedure, a way of working rather
than a work itself. Strategies that
can or cannot be picked up by others,
but that in themselves are a-critical,
beyond values, if not experienced in
the specific ideological context that
produced them. The problem there is
that these production mechanisms, born
in an artivist or ethically-political
conscious
production
environment
can, once they’ve gained a life of
their own, easily be transposed
and recuperated within a completely
different
political
mind-set
of
production. Think, for instance, of
the free software movement that worked
on collective coding for the benefit
of all and then became embedded
in
huge
industrial
production
mechanisms – which was largely due to
their low-cost investment potential
and
the
beneficiary
side-effect
of the personal involvement of all
workers in the process. This kind of
easy recuperation becomes a lot more
problematic when the work is still

attached to a (possibly) resistant
author, who will fight against its
recuperation
in
a
context
they
disagree with.
But of course the invisible author and
the invisibility of the work on the
public scene do not necessarily go
hand in hand. There are, for example,
forms of collective authorship in the
use of pseudonyms or MUI (multi-user
identities) for working that can do
exactly the opposite of what I just
described. They can become highly
experimental vehicles for a radical
authorial agency that is no longer
bound by psychologized or legalized
limits. If the link with the ‘I’ of
the author is successfully severed,
the pseudonym or collective author
could function as an experimental
scene for trans-legal, post-gender,
post-oeuvre,
non-directive
action
and work as a litmus test for the
radical
redefinition
of
value,
identity and point of view. In that
case the work becomes a mute mirror
of our own desires to belong and to
recognize ourselves in what is being
produced. The measure of relevance is
then thrown back to the individual
beholder, to their experience of the
specific situation, and no longer
relies on the public agreement of
what valuable knowledge consists of.
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Could we relate this back to your
work? By way of a little detour?
Roland Barthes’ essay ‘The Death of
the Author’ starts this way:
‘In his story Sarrasine, Balzac,
speaking of a castrato disguised as
a woman, writes this sentence: “It
was a woman, with her sudden fears,
her irrational whims, her instinctive
fears, her unprovoked bravado, her
daring and delicious delicacy of
feeling.” Who is speaking in this way?
Is it the story’s hero, concerned to
ignore the castrato concealed beneath
the woman?
Is it the man Balzac, endowed by his
personal experience with philosophy
of Woman? Is it the author Balzac,
professing certain “literary” ideas of
feminism? Is it universal wisdom? Or
romantic psychology? It will always
be impossible to know, for the good
reason that all writing is itself this
special voice, consisting of several
indiscernible
voices,
and
that
literature is precisely the invention
of this voice, to which we cannot
assign a specific origin: literature
is that neuter, that composite, that
oblique into which every subject
escapes, the trap where all identity
is lost, beginning with the very
identity of the body that writes.’
Later on he speaks about narrative in
primitive societies and the role of
the mediator or shaman or speaker in
the transmission of those narratives.
He mentions then that the admiration
given to these people is in relation
to their mastery of code of the
narrative but not in relation to his
or her genius.
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This made me relate your practice
as a writer and critic with your
will to embody multiple, and also
spiritual, voices, to mix up different
voices which together would form
a transgressive narrative, in its
literal sense: transgressing social
and political contexts. Would you like
to respond?
Yes. I think this is a complex question,
since it contains several interesting
paths. So maybe let’s start with a
bit of context about my practice with
Bureau d’Espoir, and especially the
practices I did as a Hunger Artist
and later as an Anorexic Worker since
I think they’re closely related to
the ‘empty’ author’s position I claim
in this project. I talked earlier
about the politics of visibility that
separates the ‘classical’ author from
the invisible one. I experienced
this difference sharply when I first
worked as a Hunger Artist in a gallery
in Sao Paulo, and started from there
to invite people to join the Hunger
Artist
movement,
a
protest
and
solidarity action for the recreation
of our sense of values. A kind of
attempt to involve an international
group of artists/workers that would
use their residencies as public fora
to question the value produced in the
work, for whom, and in what kind of
an economic and political setting. I
asked people to join the ‘struggle’
by using their residency to hunger
in the limited public space of their
assigned studio or theatre, and to
put into question the underlying
ideologies that keep the whole arts
system together: the machinations
of subsidies, the profile pressure
on theatres, the career intentions
of well-meaning politics of the

programmer, the hidden logic of the
financial director, the food politics
of the house and so forth.
But at the same time I was also
developing
an
understanding
and
experience in Anorexic Practices:
much
more
invisible
and
humble
practices of re-distributing value
within the production system. But also
outside the work realm. I understand
the anorexic here as one of the
Bodies without Organs as described
by Deleuze. To be clear, and I always
have to be clear at this point: I talk
about anorexic practices as tools
for the redistribution of life and
work. I’m not promoting anorexia as
a choice of life. Maybe it is easiest
to understand if you compare it to
‘terrorist’ art practices. There too,
the association is not one of the
artist in question hijacking a Boeing
and crashing it into the Law Courts
of Brussels.
So I worked a lot on the anorexic
as an emptied-out vessel, a kind of
marker of the situation around her.
Her practice is not one of hypervisibility, but quite the contrary
a work of often invisible intensity
and repetition. In opposition to the
Hunger Artist whose actions are always
placed in a highly ideological and
political context of yes and no, of
opposition and victory (or failure),
the Anorexic Worker just insists on
her repetitive actions of moving
things around. She breaks up social
structures (in the first place, that
of the family of course) by simply
preferring not to participate. The
consequences of her actions are not
spectacular like the ‘death of the
author’ of the Hunger Artist, but they

claim a durational, and if carefully
developed, sustainable trajectory. She
chooses not to consume in order not to
be consumed.
In that sense her emptiness, her role
of the pure exterior marker, becomes
a void that marks the relation that
makes up her position – the ‘I’ here
understood as the crossing point of
other players’ projections and desires.
‘I’ is the temporary culmination of
the relations that make it what it
is. But the Bodymind that is the
result of these relations is itself
always a common resource, a product
of circumstances. The bodymind of the
anorexic worker shows the relativity
of the subject-position, but also the
potential of other constellations of
relations around her. By breaking
the preconceptions around the stable
‘I,’ the social patterns that govern
our lives (like eating, consuming,
projecting...) she opens up other
possible relations, other images, other
possible machines of togetherness and
behaviour. She is the hole in the whole
that functions like a drain, around
which the whole environment whirls
into a new constellation.
Now, that was a long introduction to
answering your question, but I think
that as a writer/researcher, it is
exactly this mix-up of imaginations
that I want to achieve. Me emptying
myself of my fixed and historical
construction, getting rid of what I
think I stand for, has helped me a lot
in the past years working with Bureau
d’Espoir to redistribute my idea of
where value is situated. What I wanted
to do in this project was to ‘channel’
different voices, which all claim a
different value system and world view:
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political theory, spiritual practices,
poetry, critical discourse, walking
guides ... In this mingling of voices,
or in me voicing them, what becomes
clear are the gaps between them, the
resonance that is created through
the distance between them, which
is exactly where a potential fresh
practice or idea can take root and
become shareable. In my practice I
call this hope.
In speaking about authorship you
already touched upon the second part
of our research here: authority. In
our discussions we spoke of authority
mainly as a negative term. What can
the benefits be of authority in your
work?
I think we have to make a distinction
between what I would call ‘vertical’ and
‘horizontal’ authority. The vertical
type is mostly instigated by the
‘policing’ instances: the government,
the Institute, the Lawmaker … This
verticality instigates a parallel
between authority and power that is
absolute. The one that symbolically
carries this authority automatically
gets the power to enforce this
authority
through
decision-making
and exclusion, in a more or less
radical way. In other words, social
negotiation or input is limited to what
is allowed within this authoritative
power structure. The two brothers in
arms of this vertical authority are
symbolic authority (the professor, the
accepted genius artist, the scientist
…) and moral authority (the school,
the church …).
But if we think of authority as a
horizontal process, this shifts our
understanding of authority considerably.
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Of course we know that this shift
from vertical to horizontal authority
can in the first place be understood
as a shift in biopower: the control
mechanisms of a society becoming
part of the body of the citizen. And
this embodied authority leaking from
the body of the ‘citizen’ into their
personal lives, their religious beliefs,
ethics, etc. The Law of the Father
turning from an outside disciplinary
ordering principle into the creation
of hyperbolic and insane superegos,
and us becoming our own most severe
– and largely senile – judges. It is
this internalized Law that makes us
desire our own constant productivity,
our superego-perfectionist pleasure in
over-achieving, in consuming ourselves
in order to become consumable by the
other.
But I believe there is still also another
kind of authority that is neither
vertical nor internalized judgmental,
and in that sense not absolute. It is
an authority that is only picked up by
the one listening or looking for it.
An unobtrusive kind that can only be
recognized in its ‘relative’ power: in
its being part of a particular economy
of giving sense to things. I think this
kind of authority could be captured
as a form of ‘exemplary practice.’ It
is the authority that comes to life
within the daily practice of life, and
which only speaks within the context
wherein it makes sense. This is a kind
of authority that is not necessarily
outspoken, or written down. It is not
the kind of authority we all have to
agree upon. But it is an authority
which in the given situation cannot
be denied or belittled. It is the
authority of experience, of creativity,
of wisdom, of courage.

Depending on the situation, this
exemplary practice can be embodied
by anyone, out of any kind of
function. It is the practice of
the ‘mindful’ doing that feeds its
environment. From the inventive hobby
gardener to the home-made political
philosopher, every one of them has
‘authorized’
their
voice
through
a repeated and insistent practice
‘of their own.’ Unauthorized by the
vertical hegemonies, unstoppable by
the limits of the divisions of social
experience, in which you have to
become ‘officially qualified’ to be
able to be authoritative at all. We
might not know exactly where to look
for it, but we all recognize it the
moment it’s there.
I read a lot of different influences
in your answers. And I wonder if this
is related to the fact that in your
research within Bureau d’Espoir this
last year you’ve been delving into
spiritual practices. How did that
change your notion of hope?
I understand the notion of hope as a
notion of ‘potential change’: it is a
principle with which to relate to the
situation from within, in relation to
the present context. And to allow for
this situation to take you somewhere
else, somewhere unforeseen. Hope is
thus about opening up the mind to
other possibilities, opening the
‘doors of perception.’ Or in this
case: ‘the doors of potential.’
After two years of working on political
modes of hope and later on social bodies
of hope and the movements they can
accomplish within a society, I turned
to spiritual practices as practices of
hope. I started treating our bodies

as potential home factories of hope,
and looked into physical spiritual
practices to see how we might achieve
that. Since these practices clearly
open up any kind of situation to a
larger and potentially disruptive
power. Also, I wanted to turn back
to the body as a possible terrain of
transformation. Not only of itself, or
as a carrier of the bodymind mode of
flight and change, but also of the
context in which it finds itself and in
which it recognizes itself. Spiritual
body
practices,
like
meditation,
or the ingestion of hallucinogenic
plants, or shamanistic practices,
open up your contextual perception.
It makes literal what before was only
experienceable on a figurative level.
Like the ‘democracy of objects,’ a
notion from Jane Bennett in her book
Vibrant Matter, in which she stretches
the idea of democracy to include all
objects, organic and non-organic. To
step into a spiritual trance in which
you become these objects, in which you
find yourself being made of exactly
the same material and Intelligence
that makes up the whole world, the
Spirit that evades everything, puts
this academic remark in a completely
other field of experience. The notion
becomes ‘real’ in the sense of
‘performative’: these objects and your
transformation into them and back
start talking and transforming your
relation to the world around you and
thus your life. But also your politics
and beliefs, and the exemplary practice
that your life is to others. To the
way you organize yourself, the way you
relate to others. I would say that
the entrance into spiritual practices
has radicalized my view on hope and
potential. My role in the whole.
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Because if you experience yourself
as being a particular and accidental
outcome of the materiality, the DNA you
could say, of the world around you, you
realize on the one hand that your sense
of isolation, of not-being-connected and
thus of non-responsibility, is false.
But you also realize that your doing or
not doing anything about it is in the
wider scope of things arbitrary. What is
clear, however, is that the fact that you
exist is on one hand totally arbitrary,
but on the other unique, and that in
this particular bodymind constellation
that is mine there also unfolds a
unique potential for change, and for
the reconstitution and rearrangement of
knowledge. Mine and others: practices
to deal with the world around me. So,
to be political, to become part of a
social body movement is on one hand to
be liberated from banal guilt, and on
the other to be opened up to unforeseen
dimensions. Liberated from fear, and
opened up to risk-taking. Liberated from
the one that I am, and opened up to the
All that I am too. Of course languages
of politics and spirituality clash. All
the time. But for me it is in the gap
between the two that the mobilization
of engagement becomes problematized and
‘vibrant’ again.
And on the level of the ‘Author/Authority’
question: it is in the moment of the
giving-up of the ‘I’ as the carrier of
knowledge and agency that I can accept a
larger order of knowing and of acting that
supersedes my individual point of view. So
what about writing with a car, interviewing
a fridge, discussing politics with a tree?
It’s really not a question of ‘belief’ or
whether the answers you get are ‘true.’
For me working on spiritual practices is
simply about allowing different types of
answers to enter into the desiccated field
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of critical art practices. And to allow the
bodymind to ‘enter the stream’ – to borrow
from Buddhist language – of knowledge that
it has been taught not to be perceptive of.
I like the possibility of discussing
politics with a tree; it’s a strong image
that conveys the potential of a situation
to change in an unforeseen way. But at
the ame time I don’t want to understand
discussing politics with a tree as merely
metaphoric.
If I start discussing politics with a tree
I’m either nuts and I think I’m talking
with a tree but actually I’m just out of
my mind. Or I’m pretending to be talking
to a tree but actually I’m just projecting
my own thoughts in the discussion. In both
cases the result is the same: the agency of
the tree is denied and I’m talking for the
tree and not with the tree. I understand
from you that to have a discussion with
a tree I need to change the relation I
have with that tree, but how not to fall
in the traps I mentioned? When you talk
about the reconstitution and arrangement
of knowledge and about liberating the
one that I am to open myself up to the
All that I am too, I get a glimpse of
an answer to my question. I see there a
possibility of questioning the idea of the
subject and its relation to the production
of knowledge and political agency. I’d like
you to elaborate on that, if possible.
Thank you for the question. I tried to
talk to my balcony plants about it, but
they seemed unresponsive. As colonized
species I’m not sure whether they have
the agency to take a position in this
debate. So I’ll have to rely on some
references, on personal experience. But
that will require a whole new chapter ...
‘How to talk to a tree...’, see p.50
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INTERVIEW Åbäke

In our practice we’re particularly drawn
to d/ (without neglecting the rest), but
how do we get there?
One way is to work with people from
different
backgrounds
or
simply
with slightly different interests or
knowledge.
It’s very difficult and we’re not sure
we ever got close to unlocking d/.
As regards authorship, we wonder what
else there is to it besides a dual
understanding of it: our belief that we
created something and the understanding
by others that we made something. Now
in what way does the authorship matter
in relation to the project itself?

Lilia > Abäke (1)
What does Abäke stand for and can
you elaborateon the idea of ‘not
knowing yet’ as a driving force
and aim in your artistic practice?
I have to paraphrase Donald Rumsfeld’s
classification of ‘things’:
a/ things we know we know;
b/ things we know we don’t know;
c/ things we don’t know we know;
d/ things we don’t know we don’t know.
To this one could add ‘want.’
Do we want a/, b/, c/ and d/? Yes.
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Does the very existence of the project
need, or is it even influenced by,
authorship?
What does
function?

authorship

fulfil

as

a

Elke > Åbäke (3)
What would you consider the vital
authorial thread that keeps the work
of Abäke together? Has the work become
totally stripped of signature or is
there still a unity hidden beneath the
surface (whether aesthetic, ethical,
ideological …)?
Your first question made me want to
know whether we wished to keep the work
together and what the implications were
of such authorship and whether it would/
should be enforced by an authority.

On the question of keeping the
work together, I feel that there
are
unavoidable
criteria
linked
to individuals and the group they
compose that lead towards certain
projects rather than others. However,
I have embraced the realization that
something slightly beyond my taste
in terms of aesthetics and possibly
conceptual is a valid direction of
research and action. I don’t mean the
two in the simplistic dichotomy of
form and content. As an example, and
like many people, I usually walk in a
city in order to get to know it. When
given the choice of taking one street
or another I try to choose the one
that looks most boring. By ‘boring’ I
mean that there would potentially be
less change and diversity but more of
what I’ve just seen. This decision is
sometimes overruled by sheer cheating
on my part but I usually try to follow
the rules, since after all they’re my
rules and I’m the only one policing
them.

The work is not stripped of signature
since we still sign with the common
name or even sign projects at all. There
seems to be a common ideology in the
way we work with new people. First of
all, what brought us together – which
might be the wish to work with others
(in the first instance, ourselves) – is
simply redirected outwards.
KISS released a quadruple album which
was in effect four albums by each
member of the band making a KISS album.

As a group of four people who never
work as four, I sometimes wonder –
although less often than I’m asked by
others – what makes you a group?
One possible response is the trust
towards
someone
else’s
actions,
but that would presuppose that the
signature is important, which is
something I don’t entirely deny but
consider a rather minor concern.
Another possible response is the
construction of what resembles a
family structure: individuals sharing
a house and a name but essentially
drawn towards the outside except for
Christmas and funerals.
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Fabian > Åbäke (4)
In one of your answers you said:
‘However, I have embraced the
realization that something slightly
beyond my taste in terms of
aesthetics and possibly conceptual
is a valid direction of research
and action.’ That drew my attention
and I’d like us to dwell on that
a bit. I think this interests me
because it speaks of the possibility
of establishing relations with
people, situations or objects not on
the basis of an identification or
‘positive’ interest, but on the basis
of … ? Also, I couldn’t identify any
irony or cynicism in the context in
which you said this, which I thought
very important insofar as that would
put serious obstacles to actually
establishing a nourishing relation
with what might be slightly beyond
my taste. Can you perhaps elaborate
on this? How do you experience it,
and how has this become part of your
artistic practice, or not?
Indeed, the new understanding, or the
new sense that the presentation of
this dance might acquire is something
that has much to do with this idea of
translation, or translation of sense.
It is as if moving the dance from
one context to another (a movement
of translation) does change the way
the dance is perceived or the way the
dance interacts with its new context
(its sense).
I
think
that
Mark
and
I
are
equally engaged in this process of
translation – somehow conveying some
of the initial ideas and somehow
letting other ideas come into the
picture. In that sense I don’t think
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we’ve established a teacher-apprentice
relation, nor do I think there’s much
of an educational intent. This is of
course my perspective, as an insider
to the project.

Could you elaborate on the idea
of giving up authority, forging or
attributing authority to oneself and
its relation to self-confidence as an
artist?

I’m sure there must be precedents
for this kind of work. I’m thinking
of Martin Nachbar learning Dore
Hoyer’s dances from Waltraud Luley
(see Nachbar’s lecture-demonstration
‘affects/reworks’).
I’m
not
sure
how much Luley was involved in the
staging of the dances by Nachbar,
though. I have the impression that
the staging or frame that is created
for the dances plays an important
role in this translation of sense
and how it might occur. However, I
know that Martin worked closely with
Waltraud Luley and that that was
an important experience during the
creation of his performance. Maybe
our approaches are different, and the
way we’re building our dialogues too,
but these different projects have a
lot in common.

How does hiding behind a fake identity
play with the concept of authorship
when you face an institution such as
the law?

If another person were interested in
learning and performing this dance
we could maybe think of starting a
new process of translation. And then
we could give ourselves the freedom
of deciding how this would occur,
knowing that those choices will
determine how the sense of the dance
will change. Therefore, depending
on who this person is and what s/he
is looking for, s/he could decide to
work with me, or Mark, or both of us,
or neither of us …

I’d also like to turn around the
question you asked me.
How do you feel now in terms of
the working relationship we’ve
established? How do you feel about
the direction that the project took
in giving someone else the freedom
to participate and sharing the
authority?

Tania > Åbäke (5)
In order to ask you this question I
will first tell you a little story.
Han Van Meegeren was an artist who
in 1945 was accused of selling works
of national Dutch interest to highranking Nazis. Two artworks attributed
to Vermeer were found in the possession
of the leading Nazi Hermann Göring.
Facing the death penalty Van Meegeren
acknowledged having forged these
artworks as well as others. During the
trial, to dismiss any doubts, he painted
a forgery in front of the jury and the
public. Van Meegeren’s forging skills
were so outstanding that no one could
doubt the works’ authenticity as his
technique was comparable to that of the
great masters of painting. Nevertheless,
Van Meegeren claimed that he had forged
paintings because he thought that he had
failed as an artist.

A: I’d like to start by saying that it’s
not (yet) about giving up authorship
but about sharing it. I also think
there isn’t a fake identity in the
story of Charlotte York. You are
perhaps referring to the fact that
her name is on the website and has
seemingly reached ‘our’ world. In this
case it’s more about expanding the
narrative field from the movie to the
reality in which we exist. Now what
about each one of us being characters
in one of Charlotte’s works?

33

Thematics Author/Authority

ELIZABETH
SHUE

CHARLOTTE
YORK

TANIA ISABEL
GARDUÑO

For those who google you, they will
realize you have the same name as a
character in the TV series Sex and
the City.
For those who read on, you will be
missing from among the Q&A sessions
of the present publication.
For those who attend the performance
in Brussels on 12 October 2013 during
which
this
publication
will
be
launched, you are the artist whose
work is presented in the same space
as the performance.
You were born Chris Parker on 6 October
1963 in the suburbs of Chicago.

CHARLOTTE YORK PICTURES PRESENTS “THE FOLDED CENTER AND HOW SHE GOT IN” AN ÅBÄKE PRODUCTION
AND
ELIZABETH SHUE CHARLOTTE YORK TANIA ISABEL GARDUÑO ALSO
SOPHIE BALLMER OLIVIER BELLFLAMME SOPHIE DEJODE
POSTER
MARCELLINE DELBECQ DEVALENCE JEAN EUSTACHE MIKE FIGGIS MARIE FRAMPIER DESIGN
LORAINE FURTER
AURÉLIE GODARD ELLEN HUANG BERTRAND LACOMBE LILIA MESTRE CHRIS PARKER PIERRE PAUTLER
JULIEN PRÉVIEUX PAUL RUBENFELD FRANCESCO SARAÒ SERA SAMUEL VERMEIL JAVIER VILLA AND RAPHAËL ZARKA

Charlotte York > Åbäke (2)
Who am I?

You were 17 when a life-changing
experience happened to you on a
babysitting night.
You studied architecture in Brussels,
working primarily on anthropomorphic
buildings,
haunted
houses
and
residual energy fields of humans in
buildings.

A: For those who will only read the
cover of this publication, you are
amongst the artists who participated
in the Thematics residency on the
topic of ‘Author/Authorship.’

You worked in Las Vegas as a dancer
under the name of Sera.

For those who recognize your name,
you will seem familiar yet it might
be difficult to place you, just as
one hardly recognizes the corner shop
guy outside the context of the shop.

You are here.
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You left Las Vegas and went back to
art.
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INTERVIEW Tania
Isabel Garduño
Could you describe your position as
today’s representative of the collective
Abäke in relation to the subject of
‘Author/Authority’?
My position in this project has been
a mystery from the start. I jumped
into it not really knowing the outcome
or what exactly I was supposed to do.
This created a confusion in me that
simultaneously limited me for fear
of the unknown and gave me different
possibilities as to what it could
become.
What was interesting was to become the
author of something I don’t recognize
as, and don’t consider, my own.
As the project evolved, I developed
different theories as to why I came to
be part of it with Abäke. They go from
the way I came to meet the collective
(thanks to my babysitting job) – which
relates to the starting point of the
project, Adventures in Babysitting –
to more geographical, practical or
friendly reasons.
Since I didn’t feel like an author at
the beginning, I created an imaginary
net of theories and reasons that linked
me to the project and made me feel like
an author, until I was able to make
it my own and start contributing in a
deeper and more personal way.
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I don’t consider myself a representative
of the collective Abäke, but more of a
collaborator from a different background
and a sort of experiment that comes to
play with all the elements involved.

Fabian > Åbäke = Tania’s
accidental reply (2)
Can you elaborate on the idea of ‘not
knowing yet’ as a driving force and aim
in Abäke’s artistic practice and its
relation to authorship?
To start a project with the idea of ‘not
knowing yet’ is an approach that opens
up infinite possibilities and creates
confusions that can deliver different
outcomes. Confusions and possibilities
trace paths that cannot be judged for
what they are but they have a reason to
be. Therefore, the concept of failure
or achievement dissolves into a bigger
outcome which is that of the unknown.
Not controlling the outcome of a
project allows events to change the
project and make it grow in unexpected
ways. The author can also become the
producer of this change and not only
the person that experiences it. I
believe that the concept of the author
can sometimes get lost in this process.
The process becomes more important
than the result and not the other way
around, as when the result conducts the
process we just go to a known place.
Accidents
become
important,
all
answers are relevant, good or bad, as
they lead you to a different question.

Fabian > Tania (3)
When in your previous answer you said,
‘To start a project with the idea of
“not knowing yet” is an approach that
opens up infinite possibilities and
creates confusions that can deliver
different outcomes. Confusions and
possibilities trace paths that cannot
be judged for what they are but they
have a reason to be,’ I immediately
thought of this paragraph in which
Deleuze talks about Spinoza’s ethics:
‘Morality is the system of judgement.
Of double judgement, you judge yourself
and you are judged. Those who have a
taste for morality are those who have
a taste for judgement. Judging always
implies an authority superior to Being,
it always implies something superior
to an ontology […] In an ethics, it
is completely different, you do not
judge. In a certain manner you say:
whatever you do, you will only ever
have what you deserve. Somebody says
or does something, you do not relate
it to values. You ask yourself how is
that possible? How is this possible in
an internal way?’
I don’t think this is the right moment
to try and dig into this text. So
I’ll dare to shamelessly simplify it
just so I can formulate my question:
if we can say that morality has to
do with judgement (what’s right and
wrong, good and bad) and ethics with
trying to understand how something
works (its logic, mechanisms), it
would seem that your participation in
Abäke comes closer to being an ethical
undertaking – this ‘not knowing yet’
and the fact that ‘process becomes
more important than the result’ fit
perfectly within this framework.

So here comes my question: if I
understand it right, you’re aiming to
create an artwork, some sort of result.
If that’s the case, how do you plan
to negotiate the judgement that might
arise when you make that artwork public?
(it’s good, it’s bad, it’s interesting,
it’s bullshit, etc.) In other words:
what’s your strategy to make shareable
a process that is not concerned with
judgement, while this moment of sharing
usually implies a moment of (aesthetic,
artistic) judgement?
Writing this I noticed that maybe the
most sensible thing to do would be to
try to involve your potential audience
within the ethical realm in which
you seem to be working, so as not to
fall into this judgement system the
moment it becomes public; do you have
a strategy to do so?
Morality is a very abstract and
funny concept to me as I believe
that the parameters that compose it
are arbitrary and are formed by a
montage of society and culture. Pierre
Legendre questions whether Western
culture (in this case any given
culture), which pretends to establish
universal thought, knows the logic of
the oeuvre in the edification of its
own montages? His answer implies that
the West ignores this, since once you
evoke the logics of identity and ways
of representation, their accumulated
knowledge
is
neutralized
and
is
subject to different utilizations; it
becomes a weapon of dissemination or
an instrument of confinement.
I agree that my participation in Abäke
could be seen from the ethical point
of view as I’m more interested in the
process than the result.
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I don’t know what the result will be.
It’s morphing as we speak. For me, the
process represents an interstitial
space between a result and an input,
in which nothing is produced but
which at the same time leads you to
a consequence. To refer to the logic
and relationship between process and
result I’d like to quote Italo Calvino:
‘Every city receives its shape from
the desert it opposes.’ I’d like to
focus on the desert.
As for judgement, putting yourself
in a position of non-judgement can
be very uncomfortable. It seems we
always need to have a posture in
front of something. When it comes to
the artwork of Charlotte York, the
strategy for non-judgement is the
representation and construction of
a life with an architecture. With a
house that is formed in a process
of self-construction, each inhabitant
is responsible for its construction
and becomes the author. In this
house, each element has a reason to
be despite its aesthetics (good or
bad, beautiful or ugly) or function;
they exist in order to respond to
an
immediate
necessity.
Abraham
Cruzvillegas refers to this process of
construction as ‘ergonomics straight
from the heart.’ Events of a life can
be compared to the elements in this
house: you stop judging them when you
realize their nature of survival and
instinct.
In this case our artwork is the
construction of a life which is itself
a process.
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Elke > Tania (4)
To what extent do you consider
yourself the author of your own life?
My life became easier when I realized
that I was the author of it in some
way and that events that could be
considered negative were not against
me but rather served to guide me
towards something better, to teach
me a lesson or see something I hadn’t
seen.
I do feel like the author of my life
in the sense that I’m the one who
decides how to interpret or take
the different events that occur. I
believe that everything that happens
in your life happens to make you
understand something, whether you
consider it negative or positive.
For me the question is not ‘why is
this happening to me’ but ‘what for.’
In other words, what is it that I
need to understand. I believe that
it’s this position that leads me to
believe that there is neither good
nor bad in what we experience but
just situations that guide us or open
new doors. We are the authors as we
decide which doors to open; we’re
also the authors when we decide to
stop resisting whatever happens to
us and decide to accept things as
part of our reality until you get
to the point where you neither deny
it nor reject it; we’re the authors
when we decide what to focus on and
what our position is regarding a
certain situation; we’re the authors
when we decide to persevere in order
to achieve something; but we’re also
the authors when we choose to let go
when things don’t go the way we want;
we’re the authors when we decide not

to judge; we’re the authors when we
decide to stop controlling and choose
to trust; we’re the authors when we
decide to confront our fears and leave
our comfort zone; we’re the authors
when we decide to change a pattern
in our thought or a belief and adopt
a new one; we’re the authors when we
decide to take responsibility or not.

Åbäke > Tania (5)
Referring to Elke’s answer on the
notion of authority as a positive
force, i.e., within a horizontal
structure, how do you feel now in
terms of the work relation we’ve
established? Would you be comfortable
carrying on working as Charlotte even
without us? If not, why not?
I feel it’s a bit premature to answer
this question but I’ll try anyway.
I can say that in Elke’s definition of
a horizontal authority I find myself
recognizing one another at different
levels. I recognize you through the
exemplary practices as you have the
authority of experience, creativity
and wisdom. Even if you decided to
share authority with me I always
recognized you as the main author
that trusted me and gave me the
freedom to ‘contaminate’ the project
in some way. As I said before, I came
to this project not knowing how I
was going to be involved and it has
been very interesting to see how our
work relation has developed. I could
go much deeper into this matter but
I was always very amused to see the
ways in which (to me) you guided the

project, making me feel a participant
but always controlling in a way when
things were going in an undesired
direction or losing sight of the main
concept of the project. This was very
important as you’re the main input
of Charlotte York’s life and project.
I also feel that by working on
this project I discovered infinite
possibilities and dared to say ‘why
not?’ This openness may be the most
valuable thing I gained from our work
relation. I recognized your authority
and put myself into play, creating a
bond of trust based on my knowledge
of your wisdom.
On the other hand I position myself
in Elke’s definition of authority
in the practice of the ‘mindful’
doing: ‘every one of them has
“authorized” their voice through
a repeated and insistent practice
“of their own.” Unauthorized by the
vertical hegemonies, unstoppable by
the limits of the division of social
experience,’ as my decisions as an
author had consequences and results
in the project even if I was not
directly invited to participate from
the beginning.
I believe that to position ourselves
in the horizontal authority brings
a positive outcome to the project
as this authority connects to the
essence of things.
I can’t answer yet with any certainty
the question of feeling comfortable
working as Charlotte but I like the
fact that she represents a link for
me to another art practice that I
still want to explore.
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INTERVIEW
Lilia Mestre

The institution has agency.
The institution creates its own rules
and is accepted under state law.
The institution is subsidized by the
state (and possibly by other sources).
The institution is compromised if
it’s not self-critical and addicted to
autonomy.

Meeting 1
20.05.2013 / 11:00 / Bains Connective

The institution is a model of
functioning, a service to society.

Tania: What is the role of the
institution as an authority? And
who should take over the role of
authority when the institution fails?

The institution brings together
several facets of the prism it is
dedicated to.

Lilia: The institution frames,
creates set-ups and conditions for
the development and sustainability of
a concern, a cause that serves human
needs.
The institution is a construct.
The institution is a facility.
Institutions are cells of the
organism, are part of the network.
The institution selects, has a value
system.
Art institutions elaborate on
aesthetics.
Art institutions situate art in a
larger socio-economic context.
Institutions should challenge their
value system, take risks, reformulate,
and include their members in the
construction of those values.
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The institution is a voice.
The institution has the potential for
change.
The institution is a practice.
The counter-institution is a practice
too.
The institution is responsible for its
good functioning and is transparent.   
The failure of the institution means
the creation of (a) rescue group(s).
Citizens take over institutions, hold
on to them if the institution is
valid (or destroy their remains if
the institution is defending values
citizens do not agree with).
The occupation of the institution
building is often a symbolic act for
freedom.   

Meeting 2
27.05.2013 / 17:00 / a.pass

This way of putting it generates autonomy
of the players and potentializes anyone
as an author – a kind of pool of authors
conversing.

Elke: What is the sense of authorially
‘invisible’ practices in your artistic
work?

I don’t know if this answers your
question
on
invisible
authorial
practices because they still happen
through a contract with the players.

Lilia: I think about structures, ways of
relating, set-ups for encounters between
several active agents/actors to unfold
and explore new meanings. To think
less about the content as a message, a
statement or representative model but
more about the content emerging from a
way of relating. A modular, flexible,
changing content yet corresponding to
the grid to which it relates.

A more extreme example is the ‘ever same
breakfast’ we tried in Berlin in the
frame of LaZone. Every day for a week
we met at the same time for an hour and
tried to repeat the exact same actions
as on the first day. This took place
in a café close to the Tanzfabriek. We
kept up this action for five days in
a row.

In this sense the authors are the
‘things’ themselves that produce their
meaning intrinsically related
to the context in which they are
embedded, the sense of history and the
relation with the viewer.
This is of course thinking in a broad
sense where everything, everyone’s act,
is an act of contribution and, because
of its singularity, is authorial.
Maybe my desire to create scores comes
from this vision of things. To engage
in a model that can bring about another
power relation between things, where
accident is a big part of the way things
evolve.
If I think of myself as an author, I
think mediator, someone who proposes
structures to produce sense (not just
rational sense but also emotional
sense, conscious or subconscious).

In this case, everyone was responsible
for his/her own trajectory, choreography;
everyone was responsible for the
negotiation between the task and its
impossibility due to changes occurring
in the public space (like someone
seated on the chair you were seated on
the day before).
There is no overwriting of one’s own
interpretation and decision-making by
someone else.
Neither is there any comparative
witnessing in the general sense.
In the construction of scores and
their modes of operating there is the
possibility of disengaging as an author
and engaging as a player and to go back
and forth, re-actualize, change, modify
...
If I think as the coordinator of an arts
laboratory, it’s pretty much the same.
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Meeting 3
04.06.2013 /19:00 / Elke’s house
Adva : I know you’re currently
reflecting on the possibility of
several
workspaces
becoming
one
organization, even though they’re
very different from each other due
to their fields of interest and
ways of operating. My question may
be general, since I don’t know the
details of this discussion, but I
wonder how each part of this big body
will preserve its own identity and
authority in iys field in parallel
to the possibility of merging with
others.
The creation of a new organization
is in itself already a paradox when
we’re
trying
to
critically
look
into the institutionalized world we
live in. Another one! The challenge
is how to bring the paradox into
the core of the problem, how to
centralize decentralization so that
we can reinforce the multiple, the
experimental and the alternative?
Bringing together different practices
without creating a medium point, a point
of agreement but reflect and experiment
ways of relationality that can allow
several interests and operating modes
to maintain their singularity and
autonomy, to develop without being
colonized by the economic system or
a hierarchical functioning. The only
way out is to see the organization as
an experiment itself, to develop and
apply criteria, to analyze and modify
parameters regarding the making of it
in order to understand what that might
mean.
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To reinvent ways of coming together,
to practise ways of living, making art,
relating to alterity …
We obviously live in a society of
paradoxes; the utopia of the common
has long vanished.
Adva: Not to break the rule of this
interview system, but I’d still like
to ask another question. What is
your position as an artist within the
institution you run?
Lilia: As an artist I’m an organizer.
As an organizer I’m an artist. I think,
I think, I think about ways to practise
encounters, to share issues of artistic
practice, to understand what kind of
aesthetics, forms or concepts emerge.
I think about their relation to the
society we live in, how they manifest
themselves and how they communicate.
I like being in contexts and I enjoy
sharing with others and politicizing
art practices.
In the beginning there was no
distance between artists and the
organizers of Bains Connective. We
were a collective practising all
aspects of the project and making
our own projects. This distribution
of work changed once we got into the
subsidized system and the protocols
demanded from the authorities, so I
left for a while.
I came back to the organization
six years ago and was asked to
think of ways to create dialogues,
conversations between the artists
in residency, to reflect on how to
formalize the connective idea we had
in the beginning.

I found this very exciting because it
made me reflect on artistic practices
(including my own) in a multiple sense,
allowed me to dig into alternative
practices, which I’m particularly
interested in.
I think it has to do with my political
attitude, with being able to consider
the modes of production, act upon
them, delineate a place for the yetto-come – with being a small rebel.
Being in groups, thinking, practising.
Being able to use both experiences in
the making of a discourse, critical
of the arts apparatus. Being involved
with a.pass also makes me consider
it from the educational and academic
perspectives.

Meeting 4
11.06.2013 /18:00 / a.pass
Adva: I’ll start my following question
by quoting from your previous answer:
‘The only way out is to see the
organization as an experiment itself,
to develop and apply criteria, to
analyze and modify parameters on the
making of it in order to understand
what that might mean.’
What are these criteria that could be
developed and applied in the specific
experiment you take part in? What are the
specific parameters that are analyzed
and modified? I’m sure there are clashes
of agendas there and I’m curious to
learn how they are treated. Somehow
your previous answer made me think
not about an experimental institution,
but about the core definition of what

an institution is. If I think of a
school, for example, there are different
‘workspaces’ in each school that have to
maintain their autonomy and singularity
as well: the multiple professions that
are to be taught and the different
protocols and ideologies that they
practise (maths, sports, literature,
linguistics …). Additionally, there are
the social workers, the pedagogues,
the administrators, those who are
there to teach how to learn and the
ones who teach what to learn … Each of
these has to consider the (sometimes
contradictory) practice of the other
and re-invent ways of coming together
without compromising on visions. As I
see it at the moment, this negotiation
is what every institution is challenged
by. But maybe I’m naive or mistaken …
What are the specificities of the
experiment you’re a part of? In what
way do they approach this negotiation
differently to other institutions? I know
they do, but I don’t know in which way.
Lilia: I think you’re very right. All
institutions have to deal with these
kinds of challenges because there are
indeed multiple factors operating at
the same time. I think where it changes
radically is regarding the aim of the
institution, its ideology and the way
people deal with the negotiation. My
impression is rather negative. I think
that the ‘general institutional’ is
mostly stiff, the protocols are not the
ones of real questioning. This takes
a lot of time, involves listening,
criticism, and the easiest way to
make it function is to create control,
hierarchies. The pressure of production
output and effectiveness is too high
and everything that comes as a counterdiscourse is difficult to pursue.
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Schools are indeed a good example
because they are all busy with the same
aim (there is a state programme) but
the methods can be totally different.
For example, there are international
schools,
public
schools,
Catholic
schools, lay schools, Steiner schools,
private schools, parent-run schools …
These are all institutions but they
are not all the same. The degree of
questioning and the desire to learn
are very varied. There is the law and
then there is how one relates to the
law. Is the law a rule to follow to the
letter or is the law a parameter that
can be interpreted? Is the institution
interested in going beyond its borders
to learn and come back with a larger
critical sense or is the institution
closed to other ways of dealing? Is
the institution a keeper of what is
already found or is it interested in
being alert to what emerges?

time to re-think what this organization
might be, what the desire and need are
of these encounters, why we are trying
to push the borders of what we know,
why what we have been busy doing for a
while is considered irrelevant. We want
to understand while practising what we
do. We think that that organization is
a research centre that is fed by all
the others and by itself.

It’s too early to make a list of
the criteria or parameters we’re
discussing. We’re very busy with
maintaining freedom, autonomy towards
our different interests, listening to
each other, finding other exchange
practices that allow us to be more
independent, using our resources, how
can they be useful to other practices,
to learn from one another, to be
better beings, to get away from the
individualist environment, to give
attention to attention, to be curious,
to engage in the social sphere, how to
get to know other people, how to push
and use each other’s knowledge …

24.06.2013 /20:00 / Adva’s house

What I meant by the sentence you quote
in your question is that there is not
a pre-existing protocol we have to
follow in the making of yet another
organization, but that we have to give
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Why are the humanities important?
Because they make one learn, they make
one shift, they make one think and feel
larger, they make one be critical and
engage with precision, they make one
full and empty, they transform. Please
pull the rug from under my feet so I
can move.

Meeting 5
Fabian: I know you as an artist and
I think of you as an artist even
though you’re very busy coordinating
an institution. Somehow I see neither
a contradiction nor a scission in
that, which I think is great as it
already says a lot about the kind of
institution you might be trying to
create. With this in mind, I’d like
to know how you got involved with the
coordination of an institution. I’m
curious to know the anecdotal side of
this (what course of events brought
you to this situation) as well as
the necessities and desires that got
mobilized in this choice.
Lilia: Hmmm. It’s a rather long story
… This adventure started 17 years
ago already when several artists and

scientists came together to set up what
is today Bains Connective. I think it
came from a desire of emancipation
and autonomy towards our practices.
We wanted to live and work at our own
rhythm and it seemed like a waste
of time to be waiting around. The
discovery of the swimming pool Les
Bains in Forest/Vorst was a stroke of
luck, it was like a house of dreams,
it could be anything we wanted. The
notion of studio contributed by the
visual artists, the one of laboratory
contributed by the scientists and the
one of rehearsal studio contributed
by the dance practitioners made us
think of the space as a multi-purpose
environment that could bridge several
practices.
I think it was the same drive – the
desire of emancipation and autonomy –
that made me start my personal work.
I wanted to get rid of superficial
criticism I knew then and get my hands on
things so I could better understand the
mechanisms that operate in the making
of choreography more specifically.
Funnily enough I wasn’t looking for
‘authorship’ but to gain an authority
that allows for real conversation.
This period substantially contaminated
my ways of dealing with others and the
desire to work in collaboration rather
than solo, even though not exclusively.
There is a blank in this story due to
the fact that I became a mum, a close
collaboration with my daughter (a
very enjoyable one!) which coincided
with some general disagreements on
the function of the laboratory, some
ethical issues as regards authority.

I continued my choreographic work but
stopped my organizational practice
for a while.
I returned to Bains Connective in 2006
when Luea Ritter invited me join the
project. I came in with a fresh eye and
the question was then the formalization
of artistic collaborative processes.
A very basic impulse was (and is)
the question of the doing and what
the doing does, together with a
certain rebellion against power and
generalized procedures.
The idea of a studio/laboratory as a
workspace as much as a choreographic
environment is an idea that appeals
to me very much.
I
took
on
the
whole
artistic
coordination task of the institution
when we lost the swimming pool. The
other members of the connective didn’t
want to continue in other spaces
and I proposed to steer the ship to
another location and see what would
happen. We still had two years of
funding left and in the spirit of the
laboratory I thought it would be worth
experimenting with the same ideas and
going further in their formalization
in another environment. It was also
the opportunity to consider our
ideas in another context, to keep
reformulating, to be in the present,
to encounter differences, to be alive.
I think this has everything to do with
artistic practice. Now something else
is emerging again and that is great!
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How to talk
to a tree. And
be sure it’s
listening.
What does it mean, to speak?
To have a dialogue.
To resonate with another
human being. Or a plant.
Or a brick. Is a dialogue at
all possible with an entity
that is not conventionally
and conveniently structured
in a rational way? And how
would I interpret such a
‘thing’? In this text I will
try to open up the common
conception of dialogue. Of
our understanding of thinking
together. This means I will
move through murky waters,
and try to filter out the
shiny bits. The little pieces
that still reflect our
shared understanding of the
understandable, of what we
can grasp of our experiences
together. The rest is
silence.
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1.
In her book Bêtes et Hommes, Vinciane
Despret talks about our relation to
animals and how our understanding of
animal behaviour is largely a product
of our own cultural upbringing and the
values we embody. In other words, ‘the
way in which human beings organize
their lives necessarily affects the
way they think animals organize their
lives.’ This quote seems to suggest
that us talking to animals (or other
creatures, for that matter) is largely
a matter of projection, a case of a
‘live echo’ that just reinforces what
we already know, and in that sense
doesn’t produce anything.
On the other hand, contact between
animals and human beings also has a
proven transformational character. Not
only did the behaviour of a test group
of aggressive chimpanzees gradually
become more amicable and social when
researched by group of kind-spirited
women, but contact with animals is
also used to treat depression in
elderly people, juvenile delinquents,
and sufferers of mental illness.
It is of course easier to speak of a
‘dialogue’ with an animal than with a
piece of cardboard or a plant since
we still grant some faculty of thought
to (some) animals, something we find
increasingly difficult the further
‘down’ the mental-faculties ladder
we go: from the zoological to the
organic, the mineral, or – God forbid
– the man-made. For to enter into a
dialogue presumes a certain belief
in the equality of the interlocutors,
and belonging to the same species
certainly seems to count as a definite
advantage in this matter.

But what if we start thinking about
the interlocutors in another way. Not
so much as two subjects entering a dual
confrontation,
sharing
information,
and bolstering their conversation with
rational arguments, but rather as a
transformational process that affects
both parties. As has been pointed out
in many philosophical and scientific
theories
of
communication,
there
is hardly anything rational about
human communication. Body language,
projection, emotional predispositions,
context, history, inclinations, whether
political, sexual or otherwise – all
influence and trouble the communicative
waters, until what is received ‘on the
other side’ is often not much more
than a vague resonance of the shared
circumstances the interlocutors find
themselves in. Much of our understanding
of what the other is saying is
produced through our upbringing and
the ‘programmed’ reaction to the
circumstances of the dialogue in
question (job interview, first date,
public dialogue, political debate ...).
So, just as Despret concludes about our
subjective interpretation of animal
behaviour, we could say the same thing
about any kind of human dialogue,
which is generated within a forest of
cultural hang-ups and references, and
hardly ever arrives at an experience
of the here and now in which the talk
is actually taking place. In that
sense, any kind of communication
is always fundamentally atemporal:
instead of taking place ‘live,’ in the
given moment of its utterance, it is
interwoven with threads of the past
– not only the speaker’s individual
history, but hundreds of years of
cultural whispering – and the future
projections or anticipations that steer
the conversation.

As such, dialogue is always already
contextual: it speaks of what cannot
be said, what is not audible, what is
not ‘present’ in the actual space but
through reference and the ghosts from
the past and future that haunt our
imagination and understanding.
Any kind of dialogue is therefore in
dire need of emancipation. Or, in an
experimental context at least, we can
try to free our understanding of what
we say to each other, temporarily,
from the hegemonic demand of a shared
rationality between subjects. First
of all, let’s forget these subjects,
and the subject-object distinction
they imply, and let’s imagine our
interlocutors as they are: voluntary
participants in a dialogue that might
change them both. Where the subject is
the one that beholds his environment,
that creates distinctions as proof of
its own existence, the interlocutors
in this case are ‘aware’ of their
likeness, although affected by their
difference.
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2.
Let’s talk about trees, for example.
Or rather, about specific trees, since
every single one has a character
of its own, a disposition to speak
in a particular way, a voice of its
own. When I was in the Peruvian rain
forest some months ago, taking part
in the shamanic rituals of the Shipibo
Indians, I was asked to go into the
jungle and talk to three specific
trees every day. The first was called
Remo Caspi, the ‘commissioner’ of the
jungle, and your guide to finding the
right information with the right tree.
He is a wise figure that, if you talk
to him ‘properly’ – i.e., following
certain procedures, and offering him
a daily portion of lighted tobacco
–, will open your mind to hear other
trees that might benefit your quest.
Remo Caspi is tall and suavely
elegant, with a deeply grooved bark
that produces an abundance of vibrant
mosses. Chulla Chakhi is of a more
robust kind, thicker and slower. In
the shamanic stories he is a dwarfed
creature that can change into the
shape of people you know and entice
you deep into the jungle, to leave you
lost and a possible prey to animals.
The only thing betraying his trickster
appearance are his hoofed feet, which
he tries to hide in the undergrowth.
But as a tree Chulla Chakhi is rather
formal. His speech is more of the
bureaucratic kind. As the gatekeeper
of the jungle he is more interested in
your disposition and intentions. If he
opens the gate, this means you will
be able, during ceremonial sessions,
to address the spirits of the jungle,
whether trees, animals or ghosts from
the past. Madre Tierra then again is
a highly affective creature,
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the mother of the earth, and she
reconnects you to long-lost memories of
relatives and loved ones. She prepares
you for your future family connection.
Women visit her when looking for a
husband. But in my experience she is
rather a ‘cleanser’ of emotional family
ties or obstacles.
These are the ‘characters’ the trees have
gained through the shamanic tradition
of mutual dialogue. The shamans claim
they learn their medicine making (which
often involves complicated chemical
processes) by ‘listening to the paolo
maestro,’ the master trees. More than
playing out a religious mythology, the
relation between the tree and the shaman
is one of respect and pragmatism. What
is also interesting is that the trees
come back as spirits in different forms
(like Chulla Chakhi becoming a hoofed
dwarf in the shamanic visions), but
also, sometimes, different genders or
species.
In other words, in this dialogue
situation, the trees as well as the
people speaking with them seem to
have emancipated themselves not only
from the dictatorial imperative of
rational dialogue, but also from the
imaginative bias on considering any
kind of knowledge provided by a nonhuman entity as worthless. In this
setting the relation between the shaman
and the tree is not one of subjectobject – the shaman analytically
discovering the beneficial chemical
elements the tree contains, and using
the tree as an ‘objective’ resource for
exploitation – but of equal partners
acknowledging their belonging to the
same environmental fabric, made up of
the same ‘DNA’ that keeps everything
together.

3.
To
interpret
the
dialogue
as
a
transformational process, possibly an
emancipatory one that (temporarily)
liberates the speaking partners from
the bounds of the hegemonic knowledgevalue structure, means that we interpret
this shared speech act as performative
rather than informative, or truth-based.
What happens in this form of dialogue
is a kind of ‘experience of mutuality
through alienation’ rather than a
sterile exchange of information. This,
as we pointed out earlier, is not so
different from any kind of conversation
as we know it.
Speaking to a tree or an object is
probably more about allowing yourself to
be entered by another logic of thinking
and experiencing. Being spoken to or
entered by a tree is about discovering
the alienness, the otherness, within
yourself. The part of you that answers
to the ‘speaking’ of the tree. I am
the tree, but I am also me. There is
no absolute duality in this dialogue.
This doesn’t mean that nothing is being
said, but rather that we allow for
unheard voices to get recognized in
the conversation. There is no danger
of relativity in this speech act, in
coming to consider everything as made
up of the same fabric, or to use another
play on words, the same ‘spirit of
things.’ Quite the contrary, the state
of attention needed to be able to ‘hear’
what is being said (through meditational
or ritual practice, or simply through
opening up your sensorial sensitivities)
is relative in the sense that it opens
up our awareness of the way things
relate to each other. And how we are
part of that ecology of distribution.
Not only on the level of the nature-

human dichotomy, which is artificial
and misleading anyway, but on the much
more pregnant level of the distribution
of power, the repetition of colonial
impulses, the inclusion of the voice
of the unheard, the obliteration of an
anthropocentric and limited view on the
state of the world and our agency within
it.
If we talk ethics or politics with a
tree, we talk about the redistribution
of what matters. Of what kind of
‘matters’ – materialities – matter.
Or how. This is a dialogue that goes
beyond easy dichotomies of true/false,
good/bad, outspoken/mute, and the usual
positive overvaluation of the first term
of the couple. It is about queering up
this value system, and the duality of
the dialogue. Creating the space inbetween what is said and what is not.
Between what is yours and what is mine.
And what is the tree’s, or the dog’s,
or the pot plant’s, or the fridge’s, for
that matter. This dialogue situation
probably depends less on what is being
said as it gains value through what
is being received. In this ‘queered’
situation, the political is not situated
in the recognition of bureaucratized
knowledge, or in the creation of a clear
sense of cultural or national belonging
or identity, but in the acknowledgment
of the ‘other’ voices that play a role
in the construction of a new ‘we.’ A ‘we’
that, for one, goes beyond the simple
split between ‘active’ human beings
and ‘passive’ others. In recognition of
the mutual transformational qualities
of each entity that is part of the
environmental set-up of our lives, in
cities as well as in nature. Which is
not a matter of choice, but of fact. The
only choice here is to recognize these
co-dependencies, or not.
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4.
Entering this broadened political
field,
this
other
understanding
of who the speaking partners in
the social dialogue are, is not a
question of pure imagination. It is a
question of recognition, of entering
another temporality than the one
governing our current understanding
of value and of the construction of
another imaginary for our shared
futures. It is clear that if we talk
about speaking to a tree, we enter
into another temporal sensitivity. A
tree has a completely different life
expectancy from a human being. The
dialogue therefore gets tinged by an
awareness that goes beyond the human
scope. So does the life expectancy
of a plastic bucket, which probably
won’t disintegrate in the next 200
years. Making these ‘things’ part
of the dialogue means stepping into
another logic of time and urgency. To
tap into a source of knowledge that
we usually refer to as the spiritual
or the artistic, i.e., intuition.
I would say that the intuitive is
simply the knowledge we didn’t know
we had. The knowledge that has been
filtered out through education, or
the policing and restricting of the
imaginative (not imaginary) strengths
of our consciousness. Intuition is an
awareness of what binds us; it is the
picked-up resonance of what surrounds
us. Of the ‘things’ – mineral,
artificial, conceptual or otherwise
– that make up our life space and
seep into our understanding, even if
prohibited from doing so rationally
or structurally.
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It is in this broadened imaginary
of another ‘we’ that there is maybe
another breath to be found that could
make us act up, act out our positions
of choice. Beyond the ‘factishes’ of
acknowledged ‘scientific’ thought, or
at least in a creative dialogue with
them.
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