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Emily Wardill in conversation with Robin Waart
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2 Feb 2021 at 17:57 / at 20:04 /
3 Feb 2021 at 01:41 / at 13:10

Robin Waart: Hi Emily

Emily Wardill: Hello Robin, how are you there?
It’s polar cold here today in Lisbon and I am showing Night for
Day to friends in my apartment, a Portuguese writer and artist, 
to see how they feel about it. Where are you now? Vienna? 
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there, who doesn’t even exist, just by words being put right in
front of you? To me that says so much about how we imagine
and empathize, but when you turn it to the question of who you
want to identify with—it’s like (the) film speaking back to you.

  I am not sure what the “unspoken silence” is? Ah, you mean the
voice of the son who “finds his voice.” Yes—I like this too, the idea
of the voiceless aping the voice of the dead—and especially that
voice—of young Rickman—famously velvet and so erotic that it
needs to tone itself down with feigned indifference—which of
course, just makes it more charged.

But who likes to hear their own voice?

Many people in my experience.

When I talk to students about narration, I always hear myself
telling them not to speak their own films, to go against the
default to “use your own.” Unless you have good reasons to stick
with it. 

I might have the same feeling towards people using that voice
that comes from the computer and reads your text for you.
Thankfully, people don’t do that much any more. 

I realize that maybe it’s also because I hate hearing my own.

Yes, I never narrated my own films. Just one piece of music once,
that I made for Junior Asprin. But I don’t agree that people
shouldn’t. I like to hear Steve Reinke’s voice in his films, or Laure
Prouvost in hers. I like my voice, but, as a female artist, your work
is always read as being autobiographical, no matter what you do.
The last interview I did the interviewer asked me, “But, where are
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I just got back to Amsterdam, but was in Vienna over Christmas.
I made it to the city before the lockdown, with a negative test
and travel exception to see and start writing about Hugo
Canoilas’s show at mumok, which now had to close again. 
Now I am waiting for Evol/Love to come from the printer’s. 
The insides of the cover were printed upside down and had to
be redone: sort of fitting for a mirrored book though. 
But everyone’s being really professional about it and I am
trying to be too. Launches have to wait anyway, and maybe
things even get better by taking time.

A misprint, that is hard, but it sounds like you are being philosoph-
ical about it. It’s been a year for taking it on the chin. Hiccups are
what happens when we try to do anything in the real world and
not just in fantasy, I guess.

Now we are starting this, I thought of other interviews, and my
last one, how thankful I was to the editor for taking out the
repetitions. Reading it back, I did so out loud, going back and
forth between asking “Does that sound like me?” and “Would I
like to sound like that?”

I love interviews. Reading other people’s interviews. When people
ask great questions and also when people answer aggressive
questions with generosity.

I was thinking of the narrators in your films, that they exist as
voices without bodies, the voice as a body, but in Night for Day
this is different. There is kind of an unspoken silence, where the
narrator (is it the son, or the mother or a bit of both?) talks to us
through the “subtitles,” bottom left of the screen. But they
aren’t transcriptions, nor subtitles, really, because there is no
voice, until the film ends with someone else’s, “Your favorite
actor,” (the mother’s?). How can you hear someone who isn’t
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rather than reductions—a sort of growing mass of material that
does not pretend that having said something in one way, you
could then just distill it and say it in a smaller, more concise way
instead, but rather exponentially expand, like soap bubbles.4

Or sea foam. Last night, I went swimming at the one pool in the
country that is open, probably, the outside part has been
allowed to stay open, with time slots and 21°C water (not that
cold compared to the 3°C air), feeling sort of reborn after.

Outdoor swimming? That sounds like real life. There is nothing 
I like more than a cold ocean followed by that amazing warmth
from within that follows when you get out. It is exactly what these
days call for. 

It’s funny you mention Williams. The one time I met him my
friend made me show him a picture on my phone of the
installation I did for De Appel’s windows, he brought up Bloom
immediately. 

So yes, I see from the event in Amsterdam why the conversation
with Bloom was so intriguing for you, the invisible ink, those
austere houses, sensuous on the inside, publics and privates.

It’s that I am already talking back to you in my head, asking you
things, but not sure how they will come out here. Maybe the
gathering comes after scattering? Why do swallows make these
amazing shapes when they fly together?

4 Christopher Williams on John Chamberlain’s Foam Sculptures, recorded at 
Dia: Chelsea on December 11, 2006, as part of Dia’s lecture series Artists on Artists:
https://www.diaart.org/media/watch-listen/audio-christopher-williams-on-john-
chamberlains-foam-sculptures.
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you in the work?”1 No one ever asks Pierre Huyghe where he is in
the work. Or Peter Gidal—“Where are you, though Peter, in that
materialist film?” But even the voice of the imaginary son in Night
for Day—one curator already has referred to it as my voice, with
an air of contempt, as though it were a faintly disguised version of
myself and they had found me out.

I go between—because “you” are in the film, behind it as a
maker. But I suppose interviewers never have the same interest
in the relationship someone has to their own work, that even as
a maker you can have distance to it. As if you are always
expected to agree with yourself, be one thing, not also another. 

You know, I would like to talk about how to talk too. I started
reading your other interviews, and thinking about the genre,
looked again at Alejandro Cesarco’s Between Artists series and,
on Bomb, the one where Kiki Smith and Barbara Bloom are in
conversation,2 and it’s like they are interviewing each other.
And the format, almost of a play, in the “Public Lectures” of 
We are behind,3 between you and Ian White for your 2010 
exhibition at De Appel. 

Yes, good idea. You know, today, I have been thinking about that
Christopher Williams lecture on John Chamberlain’s foam sculp-
tures where he starts with Francis Ponge’s poem about soap
bubbles—and this way of writing through making equivalences,

1 “Emily Wardill in conversation with Raimundas Malašauskas,” e-flux (December
2020): https://www.eflux.com/video/361002/emily-wardill-nbsp-i-gave-my-love-
a-cherry-that-had-nonbsp-stone/

2 “Barbara Bloom by Kiki Smith,” Bomb Magazine (January 1st, 1996):
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/barbara-bloom/

3 Emily Wardill and Ian White, We are behind (London/Amsterdam: Book
Works/De Appel, 2010). Publication as part of Emily Wardill’s exhibition, windows
broken, break, broke together, at De Appel Arts Centre, Amsterdam, 17 September–
28 November 2010.



Maybe typical interviewers underestimate their readers,
catering to the idea that everyone wants to know about the
person behind the work. Maybe a lot of (yes, male) filmmakers
stand so in front of their work that people are used to not
looking past the personal. Turning around the book to take a
look at the author’s picture on the back cover without reading it. 

There is a film by Angela Melitopoulos and Maurizio Lazzarato
called Assemblages and it has this feeling of voices that are
brought together irrationally, but also as though they are trying to
work something through, something perhaps that can only be
communicated through objects or through leaving logic behind.
I am very attracted to this too, where language wants to be
material but it needs to be stuck in that impossible desire. If it
actually materialised, it would be dead.

Every time I was in the installation for Night for Day, I became
almost obsessed with waiting for the figure of the son to find
his voice, his looking for it that the film loops right back into
after that, then the find, and the credits—the shortest part—if
you stay in the space and watch the film again, and again.

I have also been listening to the link you sent me of
Christopher Williams talking about Chamberlain, and thinking
much how I love the Dia’s decision to publish only the audio
and I can make so much more of it because of that (even if it
were caused by some technical mishap). I see the soap frothing
and foaming that he and you talk about, and ocean crests, the
Atlantic in Night for Day, and Bruce Nauman washing his hands,
awfully small coronavirus particles being flushed away.
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I saw swallows flying last Sunday in the estuary here near where
they want to build the new Lisbon airport. They looked like ball
bearings spinning around in an enormous figure of 8 stadium, and
flamingos too, who seemed impossible when they flew, fluores-
cent pink and then black in a beat, too heavy to fly, gorgeous.
But I see what you mean—in their formation there is the kind of
“understanding” that we might be moving towards. Kind of
running together, rather than a dissection.

When people ask that question, “where your voice is in the
work,” I was going to say: your voice, well, is everywhere and
nowhere. But I also think it’s awful, and maybe more inter-
esting to think why they ask it—what answer they expect? 

I think it is just a lazy question. But, just to say—Raimundas was
teasing me with the question, to get me to talk about this.5

I noticed too. 

Then later I realised that I had done the same thing to a student of
mine—tried to make the work about her because I felt she was
floating away on a cloud of continental philosophy, and she
became very angry. Now I realise why, and I also realise that
sometimes, when people stop eating, it is because they want to be
ethereal. 

It sounds like you were calling her back to earth, to where she’s
coming from. 

But also, if people cannot inhabit impossible spaces in art school,
where can they? 

5 He asked: “What about you? Are you the lens or the man in the film? Or neither?”
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Maybe this is a call for a switch of media, to media mixing, and
the sculptures, installations, the sets. Film sculpture book, the
relationship between them in your work is asyndetic, without
even a comma between them. Do you call them sculptures?

Yes, I call them reliefs and sculptures. The series that I made,
Through the walls, these relief sculptures of a white shirt that I
showed in Bergen, origami empty non-people that didn’t know
what dimension they existed in. And the thing that was so hard
with them was to get them to look as though they were coming
through the walls. Also, thank you for engaging with the non-film
work as equal, no one ever does that. 

A gallerist might think differently about the question than the
general audience. Here I think of the question about the
“primacy” of the moving image. Its fatal attraction. That film is
what people tend to come for and remember, contrary to sculp-
ture and objects, books. Is it prioritized because it has “time” in
it? My assumption is that it is the speed that makes film so
attractive, that is caused by movement. Do you know the story
of the Lumière Brothers, how they never expected film to last?
With the diorama and photo installation having become so in
vogue at the end of the 19th century, no one seems to have
expected the turn, the new moving art to morph into cinema,
that their invention would take over the world. 

So beautiful. I love these stories about early cinema. Or this one about
Gorky going back to Russia trying to describe the Lumière Brothers’
films to an audience who had never seen films. A play of shadows.

In their surprise, I think, there is a naïve but necessary belief in
slowness. I think Tacita Dean is referring to that when she says:
“But, for me, it is important that film never loses its original
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How true, yes, I just read it too6 and imagined it. I also really like it
when artists talk around their work, or talk about someone else’s
work to talk about their own tangentially.

If your films are about finding a voice, like this one is so outspo-
kenly, how would you say you want them to sound?

I think I find this hard to answer because I already think so much
about the films finding their own voice, that is, finding their own
form in relationship to their content. Like with No Trace of
Accelerator, the film stems from improv because I felt that it
being unpredictable related it to fire, or in Sick Serena and Dregs
and Wreck and Wreck people and props are lit in bold primary
colours to look like stained glass because I was thinking on these
early cartoons being a way to communicate with a largely illit-
erate medieval population. And the sound is always a big part too,
so I think, I hope, they did find their voice and it sounds like them.
But if you are asking about synaesthesia, that is something
different, or about the films becoming a person, what kind of
voice would they have? I always like voices that sound like they
are thinking… I adore it when someone in the audience asks a
mean or deliberately ironic question intended to belittle or
destroy the person being asked, but then they respond sincerely
as though they didn’t notice the malice, or as though they took it
as an objective question without harmful intent.

That’s like a little voice escaping its controlling bigger brother
or sister, the voice as a slip of the tongue. Internal, in a way,
turned inside out? I love the implication of them sounding like
they are thinking, i.e. the question: “What does thinking sound
like?” When you bring up synesthesia, I am reminded of the
subtitle in Evol/Love, one character asking another what love
smells like.
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silence.”7 Is that true, that in and of itself film is silent? Because
it is made of loose images, because that is how it started?

For me, I always appreciated films whose silence give you space to
think. Last night I was talking to a friend about this. He was
watching an old Soviet film, The Trial, and he said that because there
were all these tracking shots of the people in the courtroom, you
realised that they were just like you and all your friends, but dead.

It is why the rayograms and photograms you make, make such
sense to me. I feel close to them, because I figured out one of the
reasons I use stills in my own work is because they reduce and
return film to these moments it is made from. Like the pages of
a book, or the way letters make words and sentences and
paragraphs (the fragmentation that was such a worry for
Nietzsche; he says that somewhere around the same time film
was “invented,” in a remark tied to the Decadent Movement).

So, for me that is about going back to the starting point. And
if Night for Day is about coming to voice, an emancipation, 
I think that in SEA OAK —which you made much earlier, with
nothing to see but the black leader and the voices of these 
cognitive scientists who speak about the (ab)use of political
metaphor—you hear with your eyes.

Yes, and the image is all of ours—the same and different, since it
is imaginary.

Perhaps I can ask you a question? Can you tell me about your
book Dedication(s)? What is it? What brought you to make it? How
did it all work at De Appel?

I don’t know really how to say. It was great. The presentation of
Dedication(s) at De Appel feels like maybe the only real thing 

7 Tacita Dean (ed. Nicholas Cullinan), Film (London: Tate Publishing, 2011), 21.
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And also these hidden desires? Could it be that they are hidden dedica
tions for that reason too, reluctant muses or off the radar lovers?

Absolutely, yes, and what then started fascinating me was the
structure of the dedication and finding a group of dedications,
just the three letter ones, to speak about that. But at the same
time to mess with authorship, turning around the roles
between writer-dedicatee and sender-receiver. When we know
the book is “For X,” as the readers we are somewhere in between
the two, the third party in a relationship. 

But it makes me think too of the way someone’s voice sounds on
the phone when you realise there is someone else in the room
with them, as though they are speaking for them and not you.

Friday night full lockdown. 

That sounds hard—how are you?

Worried and taking each day as it comes. But this morning 
I jumped in the ocean and that felt wow. 

Isn’t it like a reset, the water?

It is like our conversation, in and out like the sea.

The first copies of Evol/Love have arrived and are sitting on my
table, as one square book next to yours. 

I would like to know more about your “love book.” What is that?
Why did you decide to make it?

I think making Evol/Love, the book, is something to do with
trying to stop words from going stale—cliché things we all say
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I have done. Not just because they were so helpful and I did not
feel alone (the people there editing the text for the announce-
ment with me, organizing the documentation, drinks, every-
thing). Or because Jan Verwoert answered the phone
immediately and said, Yes!, to come do a talk, after he hadn’t
been answering to almost a year of emails (he started his talk by
saying he doesn’t read them). But also because, I see this
suddenly now, writing with you, the dedications they allowed
me to put on the windows— 27 of them like the contents of the
book gone wild, For A.L.M., To C.L.S., In Memory of J.V.C.—
I thought they were about these two perspectives, the writer
inside, the reader outside, the page as a window—but they are
actually horizon(tal)s of text, that you look out at, and past: not
to relate to, but to relate through.

Strange realisations of that which is around us or that which we
even made ourselves but don’t know fully, I am happy that you
found that. When Ian and I were there the exhibition was called
Windows Broken Break Broke Together, and yesterday, reading
Today I Wrote Nothing, Daniil Kharms says, “It seems that these
verses have become a thing, and one can take them off the page
and throw them at a window, and the window would break.”8

Yes, I think with Dedication(s) I wanted to make a transparent
book. That you could see through in a way. It has something to
do with finding a role I myself could play in bringing out these
real people/persons reduced to figures, reduced to letters, and
putting behind them (literally on the same page) the writers
whom they meant so much to. Or too much. Not enough but 
too much to mention them by their names. 

8 Daniil Kharms, Letter to K. V. Pugacheva, 16 October, 1933, quoted in Matvei
Yankelevich, “The Real Kharms”, in Daniil Kharms (edited and translated by Matvei
Yankelevich), Today I Wrote Nothing (New York: The Overlook Press, 2007), 14-15.
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I like that image of a deep freeze of humans all caught in different
poses with expressions of disgust/lust/indifference/contempt/
joy on their faces. I just read Joan Didion’s in The Year of Magical
Thinking and she talks about how, before he died, she used to tell
her dreams to her husband, even though he wasn’t at all interested.
For a long time after his death, she didn’t dream at all and then one
night she has a dream where she is on an airport runway waiting
for him to show up so that they can board the plane to go off for
some Paramount film commission. She waits and waits and in the
end the plane leaves without her and she realises that he was on it.
She recounts a feeling of guilt mixed with anger, that she knows
her analyst will read as the guilt mixed with anger that is often part
of the mourning process. But, she says, she prefers the image of
waiting on the empty runway to the analysis of it.

I felt very touched by this description, I suppose in part because
it is an homage to the imagined image but also, in a characteristi-
cally astute description, a way of expressing how the reasons we
conjure up to interpret images often feel like excuses.

This kind of thing, a conversation, is quite wonderful, because it
allows you to integrate these things you have just been reading,
that you happen to have on your mind. Like when you work on
a project there are a few reference points and texts that you
revisit and that stay active, that you can then talk about with
great precision (making me want to order that Didion instantly),
before that too moves to the background and our own memory
becomes a mystery to us.

Yes. It’s true: A lot of these things float away. 

Let’s move from sculpture/relief to book, and back. When in his
talk Williams said he thought of Chamberlain’s styrofoam sculp-
tures as photograms, because they are so sensitive to light (they
remember it), I didnt think of it immediately, but it seems to me
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all the time, that we tell ourselves not to, but cannot go without
either? “Love is the vaguest word in the human vocabulary.”9

Exaggerating everything about the cliché as a quality, the text
and images mirrored, upside down, inverted like negatives and
printed on pink paper, because love is so sweet of course, such a
tender thing.

A square book, square and fair like your Things Keep Their
Secrets, and the cover made of a kind of soft black buckram, to
get close to the canvas of the movie screen. And you are
supposed to read it from top to bottom, like a scroll or a strip of
film, a bit like it’s refusing to be what it is, a book, and wants to
be a movie, really.

In your book, in the interview there with Martin Clark, you
talk about case studies and go from case studies and profiling to
archetypes and Freud. I have to think of that now. I am not sure
if archetypes are irresistibly annoying in the same way, if they
can also go stale.

Do I talk about Freud and archetypes?... Ah... I know what you
mean. I am talking about cartoon-like characters used in The
Shining, and Bettelheim’s The Uses of Enchantment. I was inter-
ested in the case study that I based No Trace of Accelerator on
having these archetypes in it, because of the “characters” in fairy-
tales being similarly un-nuanced, so that you (child you) knows
that they are about your inner fears and not about the world.

I always thought of them as something from Jung’s box of tricks,
but then Freud’s working room, all the figures and figurines 
he surrounded himself and his patients with, was like a deep
freezer of human types.

9 Romance & Cigarettes, John Turturro (director), 2005, at 49:09.
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points of contact to bring together what you do, what you read,
what you want to share and don’t want to forget, with what
others could add, their voices, how they make the work less, or
even not, alone.

Yes, it is such a privilege to make a book, I am so grateful to NKV,
de Appel/Book Works, Bergen Kunsthall and Secession for making
those books with me. It is, as you say, a way to make the work less
alone. But I also really enjoy to read other artist’s writings, so it is a
way too to be in their company. 

You come after Verwoert, before Warhol, Wentworth and
Whiteread on my bookshelves.

For the Secession book, it was so much joy to work with Claus Due
in Copenhagen, his enthusiasm and knowledge of book binding.
The tiny typeface on the spine, we didn’t know if it was going to
be possible. It is so tiny. But also, to reconnect with Marta Kuzma
and Kerstin Stakemeier, to have their galaxy brains in the mix.

The minuscule letters with the different chapters and contribu-
tors also turn the inside out and make you aware of the layering,
of time, and doubt if it is falling apart or just been put together.
The two colors of green paper for the front and back cover, as if
it’s faded on top. All these explicit qualities. What I am trying to
say is that for me these books are also sculptures. They are quiet
things. Do you remember yourself saying, in the interview with
Hans Ulrich Obrist from 2010, “how books become bodies?”10

And, with Williams in the equation: Night for Day the book is a
make-believe photogram. 

10 “Hans Ulrich Obrist interviews Emily Wardill,” MAP, no. 23 (Autumn 2010):
https://mapmagazine.co.uk/hans-ulrich-obrist-interviews-emily-wardill 
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now that in your show at Secession the hanging, sitting,
standing stacked things function in that way too, and more
ephemerally. And yes, that you laid out a foam bed: a naked
matress, for visitors to watch Night for Day from.

Ah, the naked matress. I liked that these matresses look like grid
paper, the same type of paper we used in the artist’s book, and
since the show was made to look like a sketch and the book like a
sketchbook it became important. But also it is hard to ignore the
space it is in, that it is a basement in Austria. I was thinking about
this effect of day for night—but reversing it to think what the
effect would look like were it filmed at night and manipulated to
look like day. As a kind of way to think about many things: about
one thing pretending to be another, far right politics parading
around like centrist politics (or even as a “non-ideology”), revolu-
tionaries posing as housewives, machines pretending to be young
women, strangers pretending to be mother and son and collages
pretending to be narrative films. But also wanting the idea of not
knowing, of the camera struggling to see, of us struggling with
intimacy. Not wanting to know the real, and hence deferring
metaphysics to technology. 

There is only one place in that gallery where natural light
enters, and I wanted to replace that with a slide machine showing
slides of the moon. And the chairs hanging from one piece of rope
(a Shibari practioner did it for me), then the rope spread around
the room like the web from a spider on LSD.

The carousel was like the idea of cyclical time coming in to
obscure real cyclical time. And the witch’s ball marked time too,
by swinging backwards and forwards, according to the rules of the
conservation of energy, but also to hypnotise the imaginary two
sat in those suspended chairs, suspending their disbelief.

I meant to ask you about the book for the show—that ties right
in here, the condensing of time: how your book works seem
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with him at all has kept me thinking about it—because for me
film is a horizon. 

I like that idea. What do you mean?

That film is a way of putting yourself in someone else’s shoes.
Really, almost, being dragged into them, getting out of that
little box of your own head-ism as you follow the actors and
actresses on the screen. What they are feeling and saying and
seeing, and what they are thinking: it’s the site where I end and
the other begins.

Also I know that Merleau-Ponty wrote what he wrote in the
40s, before all the waves and vagues that were coming to
cinema, and the technology we have now. There is something
threatening in how he approaches it, from the implication of
the camera as a fixed point of view that does not move with you
as you move. 

You mean it doesn’t move with “you,” the audience? You can
change seats in the cinema or roll over your partner in bed and
the horizon is still the same?

I think he does mean that, yes. Because from the point of the
Phenomenology of Perception, and it’s in the chapter about the
body (I looked it up), perception is integral, the camera’s focus is
partial. And but so, the story of my going to Night for Day about
every day for a week in the last days of September into October is
a step right into this. The first screen being suspended, you
could see people walking into the space, just their feet coming
toward you with the screen like a body above them, if you were
sitting watching from the bed. My second love—for the tilted
screen in the back room: that, instead of setting you straight,
puts you at an angle, and you go with it because you have no
choice, in watching it you become the horizon. 
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Christopher Williams talks about his own show at Secession in
The Production Line of Happiness, and how when his works were
returned they got stuck at customs and he couldn’t afford to get
them out. So he held a private view at the auction that they do at
the airport for unclaimed goods, where, again, he couldn’t afford
to bid on them—and they were sold to someone else. 

I didn’t remember that interview with HUO but I just looked
back at it. And remembered that We are behind was based on a
cassette I made for a friend (or maybe my mum?) where the spine
of a woman was the spine of the cassette. For the book for Night
for Day we did the cover two-tone to make it look as though it had
been left out in the sun and faded on one side.

I think both books and cassettes spend most of their lifetime on
shelves—where we see only their spines, making miniature
skylines inside our houses (like bodies or houses all with a
different height). The back of We are behind with the back of a
woman’s head.

There is something I have been meaning to come back to, but
couldn’t mention in the review of your show,11 a remark by
Merleau-Ponty that “the screen has no horizons” (“l’écran n’a
pas d’horizons”).12 I wasn’t sure how to say that I couldn’t not
think of that strange verdict of his in the setting of Night for
Day, staring at the sun going down in the Ocean, from the
perspective of your video. I am not that sure if it mattered much
to him, as it is just a side note of sorts in his theory of percep-
tion, but it shatters me. Not understanding and not agreeing

11 Robin Waart, “The Personification of Film,” PW Magazine (October 25, 2020):
https://www.pw-magazine.com/2020/the-personification-of-film

12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception (Paris: Gallimard,
1945), 82: « Quand, dans un film, l’appareil se braque sur un objet et s’en
rapproche pour nous le donner en gros plan, nous pouvons bien nous rappeler
qu’il s’agit du cendrier ou de la main d’un personnage, nous ne l’identifions pas
effectivement. C’est que l’écran n’a pas d’horizons. » 
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That is very touching you went every day for a week. I also really
loved to make the show in that space. And then you mean the
tilted screen for I gave my love a cherry that had no stone. It is
supposed to feel as though it might fall on you, like a threat or a
person who always stands too close.

These different ways of showing and approaching horizon, in
the film and the installation, gave me courage. Especially as the
exhibition opened when there was hope again, our govern-
ments rhetorically “controlling” and “defeating” the virus with
the language of war, or wishing they had. It’s why in my review
of the show I wanted to focus on utopia, not as a dead ideal, but
as something we cannot give up on.

What’s truly beautiful is that even Isabel do Carmo doesn’t
want to go back, she is not nostalgic, but self-critical, speaking
of utopia as a way of thinking that she does not want us to lose.
While the computer scientists’ concept of utopia is more out of
place, when you zoom in, their goal matters too. What I took
from the film is a warning: to not give up on utopia, as a choice
we still have.

I wasn’t feeling so much hope when I started on Night for Day in
2018. Charlottesville had happened, Bolsonaro was elected. Brexit
after those years of Tory rule and austerity. The IPCC had already
set the clock ticking for the climate. But yes, for sure, our horizons
are shorter now. 

As I write this, the country is tense. There were presidential
elections and the results came back today and the right (who
didn’t really have a lot of a power previously) made a big jump in
votes. They still lost by a long way, but it is the creeping shadow of
populism reaching Portugal, and that feels ominous. 

Do you know why the architect wanted the house to look like a
triangle?
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I am trying to find out. He is not one of the well known
Portuguese architects, Antonio Teixeira Guerra.

You made the triangle something structural in Night for Day.
From the enormous silent triangle when you enter, to its
shifting shape later on in the video, when it fits into a circle 
and then the sun, that is also the moon. Like the images
themselves are thinking. And I sat there thinking of the games
me and my little brother played, where you have to put cubes 
in square shaped holes and cylinders into circles. Like trying to
make an eclipse. Where did this fascination with the triangle
come from?

I wanted the images to come in threes, with the idea that it would
be impossible to describe another person, any other person, even
those we know well, and so to limit that to a frequency of three
images. “I was trying to describe who you are…”

Djelal Osman talks about Bayes’ frequency later on, when he is
talking about his heroes and how important Bayes was for
astronomy, that you could draw conclusions from a small sample
size about the structure of the universe, and he mentions threes. 
I like the instrument, the triangle, how simple it is and how much
like a sculpture that resonates. I thought that it would be possible
to make a piece of music that was played on it, but structured “in
the round,” like Frère Jacques. And the triangle is because of the
land, his wife just answered me.

Does she mean the land they owned was so oddly shaped? 
It’s in a strange but sad way beautiful to think of these very,
very practical things as disappointing, breaking the spell. 
I remember, or half-remember, in the lectures with Ian you
mentioned something about giving away the story, but not 
too much of it, for fear of that.
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Family house of Antonio Teixeira Guerra, 2019, photographed by Emily Wardill. 
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Mistakes are like the world talking back to you. 

This dialogue, here and with the talking to you too in between
our emails, in between the things that come out, that you/I do
write. Constantly things are left unsaid, that could be said differ-
ently, and in an edited version you have to agree and disagree
(with yourself), delete things: it’s taking its time, finding trust
in the idea that there is also a parallel conversation, happening
in between the lines, and next to them, after, before. 

We are doing that. This feels like a conversation that is growing.
They are my favourite studio visits (both with me as visitor and as
artist), where you really feel that the other person is growing
something with you that comes from curiosity.

I swam again tonight, at 6 and in the dark.
The De Mirandabad is a public pool in Oud-Zuid, what used to
be the new part of Amsterdam, designed by Berlage. The
outdoor area still has that style, Olympic looking: it has giant
stadium lights, that I imagine were never used much, since
when has it ever stayed open after September? But the closed
indoor pool is a beautiful story, one of the first “sub-tropical
swimming paradises,” with a beach and artificial waves, it was
opened by Michael Jackson and his brothers in the 70s. There
are photos of them performing there on 2 February 1979.15 But
this summer it was the weirdest place, walking through the
empty dome, the palm tree feeling but nobody else inside, the
new temporary one-way out from the area where I swim
leaping to the changing booths.

This is a great story. You walking around alone in an empty

15 https://www.facebook.com/FansOfMichaelJacksonArmenia/posts/the-
opening-of-miranda-bad-in-amsterdam-1021979/964660766891271/
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It is a Benjamin quote I think: “It is half the art of storytelling to
keep a story free from explanation as one reproduces it.”13

The story of this house and this architect is very complex. They
had albino peacocks on the grounds as they were building it.
Martine, his wife, says they were in shorts and very involved in
the building work. The arches are there to frame the sky.
Apparently, he insisted that his daughter play piano, so when his
team got there to work, she would be playing piano all day, but
now this daughter is estranged. This is in no way his most
exuberant project (but that’s another story).

I actually had to be careful that the house didn’t take over
because this architect is not very known and actually his was not
the story I wanted to tell. But you know how the art world loves
an under-recognized modernist architect that they can “discover.”
I just wanted a family house from the 70s that hadn’t been
renovated into a bland luxury nothing. That was hard to find,
partly because Portugal was under the longest fascist dictator-
ship in Europe and people were deliberately kept poor, as
fascists like to do. Isabel do Carmo mentions this in her inter-
views. Rich people built splendid vanity projects whilst huge
swathes of the population lived in shanty towns and there was
enormous illiteracy.

I found the quote now too: “Somehow it seems you need to
circle around a centre—and that is often dizzying and
demented, like you are trying to focus on something that won’t
stay still.”14 I don’t know if it makes real sense, to say that
practical things balance out the imagination and its wild
dreams—like mistakes help us stay grounded. 

13 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov,”
(1936), reprinted in Illuminations (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1968):
www.ricorso.net/rx/library/criticism/guest/Benjamin_W/Benjamin_W2.htm

14 Emily Wardill and Ian White, We are behind, op. cit., 110. 
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drug. People falling in love at a house party... Remember that? 
You know I went back too, because of this interview, to read We are
behind and it was a way, I suppose, of speaking to Ian White again,
but I had not realised how much we were speaking about death.
It’s eerie, because it was three years before he died. I always felt
that my connection to him was as though we knew things about
each other without having to tell. And his utter conviction as to
the importance of culture. As though it were oxygen. His perform-
ance piece that he mentions at one point, Ibiza, I showed the
documentation from it as part of a screening with Tony Cokes’s
Evil, Selma and Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency last
year. I didn’t know really if it was OK to do this, because Ian used
to say that the documentation of the performances was not the
performances. But there is something in that work where he has
set it up as though the artwork in the background (Tony Conrad’s
Flicker film) were an illustration, but in fact it comes to drown him
out. It ends up with Ian saying “no” according to specific
sexual preferences before ending on the ultimate marriage
response, “I do”—circling round to an impossible search for love.
I knew also how important Nan Goldin’s work on identity was for
him, and I felt like Tony Cokes’ installation as part of the Berlin
Biennale was thunderous and precise. I hoped Ian would not
mind being in that threesome. 

I am having a hard time admitting to myself (and to you) that I
didn’t see your show at De Appel back then, or how I could have
forgotten if I did. It was just so close.

It’s ok! There are many shows and many artists in the world! 
Mike said Ian did an in-conversation with Nan at Whitechapel in
2002, as part of The Devil’s Playground show there. And actually,
she was really beautiful with this screening with Cokes and White,
because we couldn’t afford her (we wrote to the studio) but she
wrote back personally and said that she began her career doing
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interior tropical paradise built in the 70s… There have been many
of these moments since the lockdowns. We walked down the main
drag in Lisbon in the first one and realised that the sound of leaves
rustling in the trees had replaced the sound of traffic. But your
story reminds me of another story Mike Sperlinger told me about
Chaplin going to a party in Malibu and Adorno was there. An ex-
soldier who had had his hand blown off in war and replaced with a
hook comes in, and is introduced to Adorno who goes to shake his
hand and then flinches when he realises, last minute, that it is a
hook. For the rest of the night, Chaplin goes around the party
doing impressions of Adorno’s face when this man had tried to
shake his hand. When Chaplin died, Adorno put the story in his
obituary. Pretty big of him I guess.16

No, really? It seems so absolutely philosophical to try and shake
a hand that isn’t there, treating everyone equally, with the
curiosity of a child. And back to earth, that physical response,
like holding a phantom limb or touching a ghost, and the
embarrassment. Did Chaplin try to save the situation by
copying it? And was Adorno then thanking him for the humor,
functioning as a way of forgiving: reminding us to laugh about
our own mistakes? 

But wait, suddenly this also feels like maybe there’s
something I am putting off here: how confrontational the story
is now we cannot shake anyone’s hand, and there is no good
way to make a joke about it yet.

It’s true, every story or film about a party or that shows anyone
touching now feels nostalgic. This not touching after so long is not
funny. I watched the house party in  Lovers Rock that Steve McQueen
made and decided I will watch it every month just as a kind of happy

16 The whole thing is here: https://theseventhart.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/ theodor-
adorno.pdf,  at the end, slightly different to how I remembered, as things generally are.
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I had thought to make more of a point of the trepidation I
feel here. The anxious feeling against reading everything
someone wrote or everything they made. Not devouring all of it,
but approaching with apprehension, admiration, out of some
sort of respect, that it is not acceptable to take in what took
someone a lifetime to make in just a few days or moments. 

That is really beautiful. And also I feel, at this moment quite rare.
It feels like people do devour culture at a tremendous pace now.

Against completion and to keep something to look forward to,
keeping at bay a disappointment, not knowing what you will do
after. But also against falling out of love, knowing you won’t
feel the same way you felt when you discover a writer, an artist
and (s)he absolutely blows you away and you want to dive into
them like water. I have been allowing myself one a year, and
still have 12 Iris Murdochs to go now, out of the astonishing 26
or so novels she wrote—all different but all so connected. 

She is amazing. Will you go chronologically?

Almost. I broke with my own rule before I made it, failing some
years, redoubling another, but I am trying to leave her last,
Jackson’s Dilemma, until last.

But then repetition is a real thing too, and when you have
read ten of them, you see better what is important in someone’s
work, not programmatically, but what repeats itself. It’s there in
the one work too, and you can isolate it, but also in all of them.
If something summarizes what you do, I think it has to be
within “I wanted to be you” in Night for Day. I wondered how
did those words come to you? It’s something you spoke about
being interested in, in another interview, with Emily Bujès from
2016, when you said “one thing wanting to be another thing” is
about impossible desire:
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screenings in clubs and living off small fees, so we could have it for
what we had. That was very touching. Reading between the lines 
I imagine Ian must have impressed her. He was really a force. But 
I don’t know if the connection to her went all the way back to Ian’s
days at The Horse Hospital. Re-reading him now in We are behind
he says this thing about Identity, which is the why he was talking
about Goldin that time in Amsterdam outside the train station. 

This connection between the carousel work I graduated on,
Thinking in Pictures, and Nan Goldin’s slides in Heartbeat, how
did I forget? I think Heartbeat is the only other film (it’s more a
film really than a collection of loose images) apart from Night
for Day that I went to see so many times, probably three or four
times, back to Haarlem, in 2005 I don’t know what that means.

It means a lot to me. 

Thank you. Your saying does too. That meaning something
comes from meaning something to someone.

I think what is happening here, is what happens when a
conversation works. When it seems to be going somewhere and
nowhere at the same time. It is has a beginning and an end, but
it’s not about that or trying to make it go a certain direction, but
letting it have its own way. 

Yes… Interviews follow consciousness. 

And there is forgetting and repetition. When something comes
back in the work, or in the words and everything around it. 
I must have (seen almost all of your films, and) gone through
most of your interviews now and there is a constant reminder of
the conversations you had with others, questions and answers,
that can feel like a high bar, a bit intimidating, but slowly I have
decided to not think of them as a ghost but a spirit to follow.
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being from whom she felt a sense of unknowing, and now she
wants to be them. But it’s also the thing that you want when you
are in love: to swap bodies and be the other and walk around as
them and feel what they feel. Perhaps that is partly what making
love is—trying to swap bodies. Before Night for Day was what it is,
I was also thinking about LSD and that I would make a version of a
Long Day’s Journey Into Night, but the mother, instead of being
addicted to morphine, would be experimenting with LSD and it
would get lighter rather than darker. And I was looking into LSD as
a therapy, and how it was and is being used to lose the ego and to
accept death. So, “I wanted to be you” is the mother speaking to
the son, and I guess a hangover of all this thinking.

I have to say though, I am uncomfortable with the idea that
there is one thread going throughout my work—and if there is, it
is more about the imaginary image than this kind of shape
shifting.

What you say about love, being in love, making love, it’s echoed
by the voice of Rickman in the epilogue to Night for Day: “one
thing dressing up in the clothes of another/Day parading
around like Night.”19 I like that you compare it to making love
because I like to think of the expression “making love” as delib-
erately undoable: you can only do in one sense. Still there is
something else to it, that won’t go away, that’s “creative,” takes
an effort and isn’t there until you, well, make it. That’s why I
think the expression of desire, saying “I wanted to be you,” and
saying out loud, “someone, or one thing wanting to be another”
is so important: it is the only thing that stays.

Maybe showing the documentation of Ian’s performance fits
in this scheme, as an approximation, because repetition, like

19 Emily Wardill, Night for Day (Berlin/Vienna: Revolver/Secession, 2020): 165.
Artist’s book published on the occasion of the exhibition Night for Day, Vienna,
Secession, 18 September–8 November 2020.
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Things that want to be other things have within them an
inherent sense of desire. In the case of words wanting to be
images or images wanting to be words, that desire is impos-
sible. The sculpture cannot be flat, because then it would be
a wall. The line cannot be invisible, the film cannot be music,
and the word cannot be concrete.17

Come to think about it, here again, I wasn’t sure if it was maybe
the mother speaking, or the son, or if at that moment in the film
and in that declaration—it is really the most intense declaration—
it became suddenly true and it’s their identity that is threatened.
Like here, what we talked about, not recognizing yourself ten
years ago, the imaginary (or real) interviewer insisting on
stability, what someone asking about “your voice” doesn’t get.
The being uncertain about the work makes oneself. And Iris:

Can you determine exactly what you felt or thought or
did? We have to pretend in law courts that such things can
be done, but that is just a matter of convenience.18

I am struggling with this idea of memory being unstable at the
moment. Because it is, of course true, but also it is very useful for
abusers, who will say: “Ah, you didn’t remember it right” or “It
never happened” or “It doesn’t matter because it was years ago.”

You can lose yourself in a conversation, but we cannot press
rewind. Isabel do Carmo saying nothing can be repeated, that
time doesn’t go in a circle.

I liked that the mother said it to their child, that she created this

17 “Emily Wardill interviewed by Emilie Bujès,” Faena Art (November 2016):
https://www.faenaart.org/exhibitions/interview-emily-wardil/

18 Iris Murdoch, The Sea, the Sea (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1979), 190.
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their ideology was, dialectical materialism, and relate this to her
practice as a doctor. Alexander Bridi and Djelal Osman worked for
NASA and are Cambridge educated astrophysicists respectively. 
I wanted to see how their ideologies interacted with Isabel, if that
were even possible, and doing that through interviews seemed
like the only way to make that comparison/conversation—that
was a reflection on contemporary Lisbon. 

Apparently Heinrich Böll wrote out the entire sequence of his
books on giant noteboards, only having to find the words, how
to say it, leaving unclear which mattered most to him or how
they relate. But these relationships are everything in your work.
The conversations and the field research are equivalent in your
work. In Night for Day where you yourself are the person doing
the interviews, as well also around it, here in its reception,
when you ask someone to speak with you, to contribute to a
book you are making: not knowing what will come out of it.
That seems so natural too, but also holds a mirror to your work.
The talk-form pushes for discoveries.

It’s true more with Night for Day than ever. That was a constant
process of working out what it could be and also, of course, what 
I could afford to make. I ended up with the Mother and Son model,
because I realised I couldn’t afford five characters and it was a
good structure to speak about generational shifts in ideology,
biological (as opposed to mechanical) reproduction, feminism,
women being written out of history, love and mortality. 

I watched an interview with Rachel Cusk recently where she
says if she didn’t have the structure of a novel before beginning to
write, it would be like climbing a mountain without food or water.
When I made Game Keepers without Game I really executed the
script, but that was conceptually important to the piece because,
amongst other things: it was talking about the way we were living
in late capitalism as though that were an inevitability.
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memory, changes things anyway. Not to forget, but hitting
imprecision on the head. 

There is a quote that means everything to me. It seems
related. It’s young Jean-Pierre Léaud playing Jean Eustache,
directed by Eustache, in La Maman et La Putain: “To speak with
the words of others… that’s what I’d like." And then, immedi-
ately, “That’s what freedom must be.” Taking liberty with fixed
rolls: both Léaud, the actor, mouthing the director, so really
someone else’s words (and not really acting anymore, acting
and not acting at the same time) and Eustache, who has
someone else say his words for him. I mirrored the scene for an
installation, two stills on the wall, imagining that if it was me
saying those words, for the person on the other side, the visitor,
they would look like that, as if they had come out of my mouth
the wrong way round.

Along the line of talking, I am realizing how differently 
it works with the voices in your films, where you are really 
letting others speak.

There is a documentary called As Operações Saal that João Dias
made in 2007. It charts the projects by famous Portuguese archi-
tects to rehouse workers living in shanty towns in Portugal
directly after the revolution. There is one scene where a pompous
British BBC man declares that the Portuguese are famed for their
accepting nature and belief in destiny, over an image of people in
the streets overturning the dictatorship. As a foreigner living in
Portugal, l think letting people speak for themselves was also a
way to try to be able to talk about a country that I experience as a
foreigner.

And I suppose I also felt that this was important because 
I wanted the ideas to be situated and because I can feel, as we all
can, the homogenising forces of American cultural imperialism.
Isabel do Carmo speaks and writes with incredible force. She is
able to speak about what the revolutionary brigades did, what
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technique, or this specific technique of darkening or underexpo-
sure? What material was Night for Day shot on? 

It’s shot on video, phone, 5D, drone, 3D animation.

But I feel complicit now, because it brings up the, very personal,
question, in the film—whom I identified with more. It’s about
the moment where the political becomes personal—where it
should, why it should. That it should. There is this split second
in Night for Day where one of the two men says, almost in
passing (like flipping a page), that he is not so interested, not so
involved with politics, that this is a “topic” he feels he has not
really anything to say about. So, he focuses on his research. But
this work he does is something he is just as attached to, speaks
about with a similar fervor and believes in just as much as Isabel
do Carmo does in hers, the absolute reverse, what she and her
husband and the Revolutionary Brigades fought for. The awful
thing is, that as a son of a generation that grew up with parents
like Isabel, or Isabel’s age, it feels uncomfortably easier to
identify with the two scientists’ position, and almost impossible
to with hers. How could I admit that in a review, in the open?

You don’t have to. But, yes, I sort of felt that and I think it says
something, actually, that you are brave enough to say it. They are
not the “baddies” in the film, but their a-political stance is
definitely something I see in a lot of people (a lot of students
actually). The two young men in Night for Day are everywhere and
nowhere whilst at the same time they have decided to live in
Europe because they prefer its culture and its politics, really, is
what they are saying. It is the ideology that thinks it is not an
ideology that I wanted to contrast with Isabel, who fought so hard
for those benefits that we are all benefitting from. Free health care,
free education. And it is something that, for instance, the people 
I interview in SEA OAK speak about as an “erosion of awareness”.
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Did the lady who does the press at Secession, who contacted 
me about Night for Day, tell you I had just written about 
Michael E. Smith’s show, also in the basement and also a show
about darkness? That my text had your title?20

No, I didn’t know. What a strange co-incidence. 

I had no idea about your project then. But also the gloom of that
exhibition of his was opposite to yours, to me, like before and
after, like picking up the pieces vs mending what we have now.
And that title, what was Truffaut’s Day for Night about again?
Were you thinking at all of his film?  

I cannot remember it either. My memory is horrible. When I read
We are behind it felt like I was reading another me. But I was
thinking more of the filmic technique in general—and what it
might say about the rise of the right, a machine struggling to see
and cyclical time being eradicated with digital tricks.

Rise of the right—right? Or do you mean n---
That is strong, a bit hard to believe…

What do you mean, “hard to believe?? Hard to believe there is a
rise of the right in Europe? Or in Portugal? There is a far right
party here that is beginning to gain traction. And it is pretty
shocking considering how fascism was in power here for so long
and so recently. Also, in your review you didn’t mention politics
really, and that surprised me a bit.

Actually I only meant I don’t understand how Day for Night, the
technique, can do that. How does that work, with film as a

20 Robin Waart, “Night for Day: Michael E. Smith’s light variations,” Hugo Zorn
(May 12, 2020): https://hugozorn.com/editorial/night-for-day-michael-e-smith
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I mean, I find them fascinating and their work and their philos-
ophy also utterly contemporary, as you say. Isabel talking about
women pretending to be housewives for 20 years to support
clandestine resistance movements made me think about Cindy
Sherman’s work on femininity as a performance. And Djelal
Osman told me that his other hero was Buckminster Fuller—
which made me think about how those ideas in the 40s and 50s
that imagined the future as an optimistic space based on mathe-
matical principles are still sticking around, despite the fact that we
know perpetual growth is unsustainable and sustainability might
be more important right now than an obsession with the new.

I read Night for Day as a film about, a film that could be looked at
pre-politically. Because I think politics come from something,
from somewhere, in between resignation, hope, and horizon,
and the conviction that you have can do something to make the
world better. Speak out, use your voice. There is the voice again
that we started with (that in German and Dutch can mean vote
too).

I guess I see that differently. I believe there is no pre-political. 

If I had gone into politics directly, in the review, I was afraid to
backstab the two, and I wanted to acknowledge that their
position is an inverse, an effect to political distress, caused by
the neoliberal decline that Isabel explains and portrays. What
your film does by contrasting them is make two generations talk
to each other that would otherwise not be in conversation.

I think Isabel do Carmo struggled and achieved a lot but she was
aware that there was a huge international effort to quash commu-
nism at that time, and that they had not considered how Portugal
might not survive as a country that had not experienced
Modernity, and would become even more isolated from great
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That because we don’t recognize those things, it is really easy to
take them away.

That is so close to when Simon Baron-Cohen, in his book The
Science of Evil, proposes we replace the term evil with “erosion
of empathy.” Two young men, who could make a real difference,
in society, in the world, the US where they are from or Portugal
where they are now, but they think cannot. The difference he
believes they can make has shrunk to a technicality, a revolu-
tion in pixel recognition.

At the same time, they are extremely bright and fascinating. There
is this moment—in a kind of mash-up of Isabel speaking about 
dialectical materialism and her “son’ talking about how machines
“see” reality —and he says that the things we see in the world have
much less variety than what could be made on a computer screen.
This blew my mind. I find it frightening, the replacement of the
real world with images whilst that real world is being destroyed.

This intense hope you feel, when they talk about the program
they are developing, I didn’t want to devalue that, a recognition
they seem to put a utopian value on, compared with the idea of
utopia Isabel speaks for, and from. 

I think for me and for a lot of people now the idea that the
problems caused by technology will be resolved by technology
sounds unrealistic.

It might just be a difference between Utopia and utopia, as a
one letter/capital shift, even if I think the shift is devastating.
So even if there is so much reason to say they are on the “wrong”
side, of some spectrum, it is only slightly off: in the film, you
managed to portray them with an absolute empathy, and give a
portrait of a resignation, a defeat. 
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naively, about avoiding the economic system. But then by
playing up the political I dodged the personal, and I didn’t say:
Wow, thank you. You are beautiful. “Why not?” We need to talk
about good and bad and love and evil, night and day.

I also don’t think artists should be beating themselves up as much
as they do, we are, in the large scheme of things, mostly under-
paid and powerless.

I think maybe I should have said more in the review, shared
your surprise sooner, and told you I was avoiding this
consciously. When I come to think of it again, the title: We are
behind—is that about this too, that when you are running
toward something, you are trying to catch up with it, catch up
with ourselves and what’s potentially already there? Is that
what you had in mind, you and Ian?

Catching up with what we created, yes. I was thinking of us being
behind the things we have made.

We expect revolution to come from the young, next generations,
and that the people in charge are old, conservative, protec-
tionist. To me Isabel speaks to the young men because she is
speaking of a time she was young too.

Yes, but also young people’s lives are so precarious now. I think
that it is a different environment to when Isabel was younger.

Last night I lay awake thinking about Plato, the very old Plato
thinking back on the very young one, traveling to the tyrant,
Dionysius II in Sicily, to help found a new philosophical society—
coming back very disappointed and writing a letter to the
friends of his dead friend Dio (killed by the tyrant), that if to any
of them the state they live in appears “to be ill governed he
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powers. You know that TIME magazine has a cover from this time
titled: Portugal The Red Threat. 

Zan and Djelal, as you say, reflect another generation and speak
to this idea that there is something important about material and
what happens when we lose touch with it and the world becomes
pure imaginary space.

And, and… Like some artists will make work that is not at first
sight political and then in their artist statements they feel the
need to claim the political value and aspects of it: that’s where
politics itself becomes part of the prevailing value systems—
to compete with the others in “politicalness.”

Yes, I get that. I think you brought up something really interesting
which I see a lot teaching, that people get angry if an artist claims
anything political. I remember showing Theaster Gates to the
students at Malmo and they got angry. But if you show something
completely formal, the discussion will be much less defensive. 
I would like to understand why it pisses people off so much, because I
suspect it is one of the reasons that populism is having such a heyday.

A few days ago I was interviewed myself by students at the
Rietveld Academy. I brought some work, it was a first chance to
show someone Evol/Love and it turned into a private book
launch, when almost at the end a beautiful boy asked me
outright, way too directly: “Why love?”

I knew he had prepared the question, and that was probably
why it caught me by surprise. Why I caught myself saying,
thinking defensively: Not love! Evol—and moving away from
the answer quickly, when out of nowhere, or out of e-flux’s 
Are You Working Too Much?, I started referencing Mike Kelley’s
More Love Hours Than Can Ever Be Repaid and The Wages of Sin,
saying that doing this impossible book, way too expensive to
make, unpaid, underpaying my designer, is also, and maybe
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ought to speak” provided “his speech is not likely to prove fruit-
less nor to cause his death.” And that’s not just somebody’s resig-
nation, but the person who wrote Politeia losing his voice.
So, why was I shocked, why did I want to look at it as pre-polit-
ical? If it is so very clear that I wouldn’t even consider kissing
someone who votes for the Dutch liberal party, let alone
anything further right. Is not speaking about something a way
to protect it?

Hahaha, yes that is great. It’s been interesting around the time of
Brexit and the climate emergency being recognized that there was
talk of lowering the age at which you can vote. Because you have
all these boomers and old timers ruining stuff for young people.
This has been important. Younger people feeling that they matter,
because adults are making such a mess of their futures. 

I think everything is political. And I think it is important that
people feel that they are political too, otherwise what is it,
politics? I think it is important what you say about who you will
and will not kiss too. Because all these decisions are informed by
this invisible symbolic register which is about what you would
never wear, who you would never date etc. And often we do this
stuff without thinking about it directly, automatically.
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