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Editorial
Since the launching of eremuak #0 in June 2013, this magazine, which was conceived 
with a will to provide a space for analysis, debate and critique for contemporary art in 
its context, and to contribute to the visibility of proposals supported by the eremuak 
programme, has evolved naturally into its current form. As we announced in eremuak 
#3, contents will be articulated around a theme. Considering that the theme of the 
previous issue continues to be relevant and important enough to require deeper re-
flection, the present issue takes up on relations between art and education, and is 
closely linked to the conference Thinking About Art. Education as a Symptom at Azkuna 
Zentroa on 4th, 5th and 6th October this year.

If we consider this a pertinent theme, it is because for some time now we have seen a 
shift in certain perspectives towards a consideration of education as a central issue in 
contemporary art. From examples of mediation in different forms by universities, muse-
ums and art centres, or through proposals initiated by artists themselves, we see work-
shops, seminars and proposals that highlight and explore art’s educational potential.

We see art as an instrument for knowledge in the sense that it shows us something in 
a specific way, and when this takes place, the very fact of its appearing and becoming 
present is educational. This is a fact that transcends explicitly pedagogical intentions, 
themes or contents.

We also recognise the difficulties in communicating the praxis of art, which arise from 
art’s resistance to systematization, the exhaustion of models inherited from other his-
torical periods, and from resistance to change or expectations of profitability that are 
alien to the praxis itself. Whatever the reasons, we ask, Why has art taken its current 
pedagogical turn? Can we consider education to be content, or is it actually an intrin-
sic problem to art as a practice? What lies behind this insistence on education?

In search of answers, eremuak #4 and the Thinking About Art conferences have tried 
to contribute to reflection around a topic that affects contemporary art practice at 
a core level. We invited artist Txomin Badiola, who has been a part of experiences 
such as the courses at Arteleku co-directed with Ángel Bados in the nineties, and the 
more recent Proforma at MUSAC, León with artists Jon Mikel Euba and Sergio Prego; 
Dora García, whose interest in creating situations that bring to light the relationships 
between artist, work and spectator include aspects of and spaces for pedagogical 
practice; and Irit Rogoff, a writer, educator, curator, organiser, professor of Visual 
Culture at Goldsmiths College, London, and one of the first people to talk about what 
has been termed the “pedagogical turn” in art. These contributions are added to by 
our habitual interviews with artists, in this issue, June Crespo, Gema Inxausti and Jose 
Mari Zabala, as well as graphic interventions on the middle pages and a CD by Oihana 
Garro and Jabier Manterola, and a back cover by Leo Burge. We also include an article 
by Mattin on his project for the documenta14, and a story by Olatz Otalora on her ex-
perience curating for the Harriak programme.

eremuak #4 is a free publication and is distributed at several cultural centres and 
public libraries. It can be freely downloaded at www.eremuak.net
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There are many possible beginnings for a text; this is my second one. It is a retrospective 
beginning, that is, it begins once the text is finished. This does not mean that the original 
beginning was not appropriate; it was simply the most feasible one, the one that allowed 
me to speak of something without knowing what that something might be. After I had 
finished writing, I finally knew what I wanted to talk about; the text itself told me. At first, 
I could only be guided by the discomfort caused by the invitation to write. Eremuak want-
ed me to do an article about the relationship between art and education, and although 
no specific context was set for this complex association, it was easy to presume that their 
interest was not unrelated to the tendency of recent years to link both issues within a 
curatorial framework called the “educational turn”.1 And I must admit that it irritated 
me, to the point where I might have refused the invitation. I have been practising art for 
more than thirty-five years and in different periods of my life I have had intense (more 
or less satisfactory) experiences with art education (six years in the Faculty of Fine Arts, 
the courses at Arteleku I ran with Ángel Bados, the Proforma project with Jon Mikel Euba 
and Sergio Prego, etc.). Art and education are two issues to which I have dedicated my life 
(although regarding the latter I have practically given up) and, therefore, my susceptibility 
towards them sets off all my alarms when presented in a relationship that I intuit as rhetor-
ical, frivolous, and even irresponsible. I decided to accept the invitation the moment I also 
accepted my anger as potentially productive and not only as something to be expressed.

I am more and more puzzled at the art world’s lasting lack of consistency as to the nature 
of its priority tasks, its field of action and its responsibilities. Does this renewed spotlight 
on education involve a genuine interest in all those issues linking it to art, an experiment 
on the potential mutual contributions deriving from both fields? Or is this rather a “new” 
thematic body that, while carrying all the prestige in its commitment to the social, serves 
as an alibi for peripheral artistic activity (curators, museum directors, workshop, organ-
isers of seminars and symposiums, etc.) to reconfirm its raison d’être in the world? The 
uneasiness that I just expressed was the trigger that unleashed my writing. At the begin-
ning, it was about nothing, it was a kind of writing that simply flowed from a restlessness 
accompanied by a certain petulance; a writing, however, which step by step was able to 
decant from its internal logic the reality of both my inner conflicts as well as those that 
relate to the social, and which eventually built up my interpretations and my approaches.

We are back at the second beginning; the text is already finished. Now I see that a key 
question that I asked myself in the first beginning – out of anger – was at the core of all 
these issues: is it not paradoxical, in the last 30 years, when a complete diminishing of the 
“powers of art”2 and a vanishing of the role of the artist in the social have taken place, that 
there has been such a hypertrophy of art institutions? The artist has kept on “dissolving” 
along with the category of the author, but at the same time the artist has seen how this 
same category has only been strengthened in sibylline ways. If this were not so, how can 
we understand that one of the last strongholds for the artist, the “institutional critique”, 
has been taken over by the institution itself (by some of the large museums, national and 
foreign, for example). I am referring here not only to the large institutions, but also to the 
myriad of small mediators, agencies, delegated instances of the departments of culture, 
foundations, etc., that manage and award public and private money, and will naturally try 
to preserve themselves by “generating” (unconsciously) a type of artist and a type of art 
well-oiled to function in such institutional machinery. This is a situation that particularly 
affects the art student or the artist who begins her/his activity, because, faced with such 

ART, EDUCATION, LOVE OF ART
TXOMIN BADIOLA

1. “Contemporary curating is marked 
by a turn to education. Educational 
formats, methods, programmes, mod-
els, terms, processes and procedures 
have become pervasive in the praxes 
of both curating and the production of 
contemporary art and in their attendant 
critical frameworks. This is not simply 
to propose that curatorial projects have 
increasingly adopted education as a 
theme; it is, rather, to assert that curat-
ing increasingly operates as an expand-
ed educational praxis” (Paul O’Neill and 
Mick Wilson, "Introduction". In Curat-
ing and the Educational Turn. London: 
Open Editions/de Appel, 2010. p. 12). 
Manifesta 6, based in Nicosia, Cyprus 
in 2006, was meant to be the high point 
of the implementation of this theoreti-
cal framework, but was eventually can-
celled.

2. When I say “powers of art” I point to 
the capacities derived from art’s spec-
ificity as a field of knowledge and con-
struction – not so much as a specific 
part of the division of labour; I refer to 
art as a mode of action which, despite 
the apparent insignificance for the social 
of its procedures – or indeed because of 
this – can, nevertheless, end up fulfill-
ing an emancipatory political function 
(currently, the visibility of this function 
is rendered almost impossible, except, 
perhaps, when it is hypersignified, i.e. 
when it is expressly a part of the work’s 
content). Artists have been progressive-
ly unauthorized from their role as agents 
in this specific type of activity. Succumb-
ing to their traditional “epistemological 
shame” – the suspicion that their way 
of knowing may be of a lower category 
than that of the scientist, philosopher, 
etc. –, artists have become convinced 
that their role in society must be con-
quered in different fields to their own; 
that their activity is affected by a radical 
insufficiency, to be compensated by ei-
ther discursive incursions in other fields 
of knowledge or by social activism. An 
art aware of its insufficiency in achiev-
ing certain goals that are better attained 
from other fields, yet which will also 
show pride and confidence in its own 
resources – knowing that to do so is not 
to betray any project of emancipation 
through art, but to respect the times and 
rhythms of its own one –, such art will 
be probably questioned and dismissed 
as formalistic or, at least, as nostalgic for 
a an already terminated situation.
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diluted categories (art and artist), it is easy for their ideas – about what art is and what it is 
to be an artist – to be impregnated by the ideological magma that underlies such atomized 
machinery. This has always been the case, but previously the ideological elements – being 
concentrated within few institutions and stronger existing artistic identities – were more 
easily identifiable and therefore contestable. It also seemed at the time less inexorable that, 
in the face of such confusion in the affairs of art, cynical reason should prevail over a more 
caring (loving) type of reason.

How did we get to this point? My question does not try to imply a value judgement on a 
situation that no longer admits any kind of revisionism. What I am interested in is inves-
tigating how things have happened, to highlight a personal interpretation in connection 
with a logic issued from a certain way of reading History that has maintained a surprising 
hegemony over the years.

ART

In the 1960s, after a succession of styles in an alleged confrontation of the Avant-garde 
followed by the Late Modernism post World War II period, artistic activity was polarized 
in two extreme, opposite and complementary directions: on the one hand, art focused on 
itself, on its mental and material processes in the basically metalinguistic form of Mini-
malism and Conceptualism; on the other hand, art expanded throughout the world in the 
various forms of Situationism, Environmental Art, Performance Art, Process Art, Arte 
Povera, Body Art, Happenings, Fluxus, etc. These would be the two sides of the same coin 
at the very time when art had been definitely dissociated from its dialectics with non-art. 
The walls that defined the boundary between what was and was not art, the function of 
which was to ensure a certain stability for both worlds, after numerous incursions during 
the avant-gardes that cracked and created sporadic communications between them, fi-
nally collapsed, at least nominally, in the 60s and 70s. Art then ceased to be governed 
either by a transcendental category or by characteristics which immanently defined it, or 
even by a dialectic of opposites (between art/non-art, intellectual/sensitive, theory/prac-
tice, presence/absence, rational/irrational, truth/fiction, autonomy/heteronomy, etc.); art 
became, from that moment on, a floating signifier, intended either to be a permanent 
enquiry about its own nature – a question that can only be answered tautologically: art is 
what artists call art – or to modulate itself into the variety of intensities of the formlessness 
in an ambit as close as possible to real life.3 The artists’ activity atomized – after technically 
detaching itself from its links with the traditional artistic disciplines – into a great num-
ber of practices that, for what concerns us here, could be called un-artistic, since they are 
neither properly artistic – linked to an intellectual/sensitive, individual/collective project 
traditionally associated with art – nor obviously anti-artistic – pursuing the end of art.

This idea of the un-artistic speaks of art as situated outside the conventional frames defin-
ing the artistic, surviving beyond them as a mutant after the final and definitive moment 
of its announced and predictable disappearance. Throughout Modernity there have been 
continuous calls for the phenomenon, which had begun as a problem of representation, to 
converge (even to the point of dissolution) with the constructive dynamics of the different 
social movements of the time. Such a thing could be done either by contributing in an 
applied manner to the transformation of the material and labour environment that would 
correspond to a new world (Bauhaus, Neoplasticism…), or even as a collaboration in the 
production of a new political, social or behavioural awareness (Constructivism, Produc-
tivism, Dada…) – following the anti-art position. What seemed illogical, following the 
rupture with art’s former regime, was that art could eternalize itself either by the infinite 
flow of its “artistic” themes and forms, or by permanent self-referential affirmation: the 
tautology. For better or worse, all this would not have been possible without a “biased” 
reading – as indeed all readings are – of Duchamp’s un-artistic readymade gesture.

3. An ambit in principle disconnect-
ed from the art institution, but which, 
somehow, needed to keep certain chan-
nels of contact open. In the words of 
Alan Kaprow: “At all times, [non-artists] 
have informed the art establishment of 
their activities, to set in motion the un-
certainties without which their acts have 
no meaning” (Allan Kaprow, “The Edu-
cation of the Un-Artist, Part 1”, in The 
Blurring of Art and Life. Oakland, CA: 
University of California Press, p. 107).
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The readymade shows on the one hand a genealogy linking it to the problematization of 
representation, starting from the Cubist and Futurist collage, where the presentation of an 
element taken from reality competes with the representation of such reality. Duchamp’s 
gesture, by introducing a “real” object into a new framework – in this case an institutional 
one (the gallery, the museum) – points not only to a critique of representation from reality 
but also, conversely, to the understanding of reality as a more general case of representa-
tion. The “real” object that is the readymade loses reality when it becomes evident that 
the new condition it is shifted to depends not so much on its morphological or material 
characteristics, but rather on a particular crossing of discourses and codes. Thus, a radical 
questioning of art contributes to the aestheticization of reality, to its new understanding 
as a set of mere language games (after knowing about Duchamp’s Bottle Rack it is impos-
sible not to see any common bottle rack as “a Duchamp”; life imitates art even when art 
is trying to dissolve itself in life). On the other hand, the preference for objects already 
manufactured by industry and made by others also introduces the question of technique 
(in a wider social sense) and the rejection, at least initially, of the traditional technical 
disciplines of art.

It is within this complex, even contradictory, perspective that two projects must coexist: 
a project of annihilation of the artistic – blurring almost completely the limits defining 
the category “art” – and a new development of technique which – being linked to the 
general social technique – guarantees a new “extra-mural” life for art itself. Duchamp 
himself can appear to some authors – based on his first “unassisted” readymades – to be 
the banner-bearer of a nihilistic position as a liquidator of art; but for another sector he 
may be, precisely because he introduced a new technical development linked to the social 
technique – present in his subsequent works – the one who guarantees the continuity 
of art. From this viewpoint one can better understand the importance of this gesture in 
the un-artistic developments to come, especially in postmodernity, and also of the politi-
cal-aesthetic consequences derived from it.

Historical data is generally no more than the result of the violence exerted by meaning 
on the facts of life. I have been fortunate – and I am aware that this does not happen very 
often – in that my personal circumstances allowed me to experience the core of the his-
torical process described above as a fact of life. This was thirty years ago and occurred in 
the coming into contact of two attitudes towards art: the attitude represented by Oteiza – 
an old avant-gardist who raged at the political failure of modern art as a project of social 
transformation – and the attitude represented by me and a close group of young artists 
for whom the nature of art was already fully postmodernist. Oteiza was a prototypical 
late-modern artist; someone “returning” to the avant-garde classics to reinterpret their 
works and projects in a situation where art seemed to be reaching a limit, where it was 
either to perpetuate itself in aesthetic games, or else face that idea of limit. Oteiza tried 
to bring to realisation the fundamental pathos of the avant-garde, which was the obliga-
tion to move from the representation of the world to its transformation. He believed in 
Modernity as a project of a radical, but as yet unattained transformation; art shouldn’t 
continue to concern itself forever with formal variability and novelty; rather, as a project, 
it should be somehow realized. For Oteiza, at that time, we young artists, already formed 
in the un-artistic drift – Minimalism, Conceptual, Povera, etc. –, represented the symptom 
of the impossibility of such fulfilment, and, at the same time, his only possible interlocu-
tors. Oteiza represented the permanent denunciation of our own existence as artists. His 
continuous call to a sort of avant-garde priesthood seemed to us at the time to be way of 
justifying the political incapacity of any artist and of himself. However, he also represented 
an example of resistance against the uncritical acceptance of the issues of art and culture 
as they came. The result of all that was a situation both difficult and potentially creative, 
to the extent that the inalienable sensibility of our generation was permanently tested in 
its inconsistencies from the weight of a modern project not as easy to leave behind as it 
first seemed.
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The playing field of this controversy also included education. In Oteiza’s opinion, as a 
social project, art should be applied by training the sensitivity of children at school from 
their earliest years, transferring the results of specialized art practice to common life. Art 
would no longer be one more element of curricular content, but a new social technique 
impregnated with the formal, spatial, and ideological conquests of modern art, the aim of 
which would be to permeate other modes of knowing, just as science permeates philoso-
phy or vice versa. Somehow, every child should be “technically” an artist, an experimenter 
of new ways of being, of living, of behaving, of reasoning or considering her/his body and 
her/his subjectivity, at a time when the traditional services of a specialized artist would no 
longer be required. As for us, I and most of my colleagues were working as professors at 
the Faculty of Fine Arts, supposedly reinforcing artistic activity as a specialized occupa-
tion arising from the division of labour in an un-artistic period; and, at the same time, we 
were trying to introduce these problems from the viewpoint of an “active artist” dealing in 
practice with all those contradictions. Oteiza never developed or even explained how this 
idea of his could be implemented, and did not even have the patience, nor the humility, to 
carry out any kind of experiment beyond his great words and commandments. As for us, 
we could only show our failure as artists to contend with the institution from within. The 
academic structure was supposedly intended to train artists, but, ironically, in order to do 
so, it had to constantly deny the artists or at least declare their insufficiency.4

From the 80s, already in the midst of Postmodernism, the artistic debate was to develop a 
whole galaxy of concerns. All kinds of contents and formal strategies were to be addressed 
in a hybrid way, to finally coalesce as an apotheosis of pluralism – the reconsideration of 
the activities of the artist in an un-artistic period – and also, in many cases, let it be said, 
of political correctness and the whitening of conscience. A first wave took place. I do not 
know if it was reactionary, but it did definitely react in a revisionist way against its im-
mediate past, in a “trans”, “post”, “neo” fashion (remember Transavantgarde, Post-paint-
ing, Neo-Geo, Neo-Expressionism…); and almost simultaneously came a second wave: 
a cultural critique based on the questioning of the notion of representation by means of 
force-ideas (from authors like Benjamin, Barthes, Foucault, Baudrillard, Derrida, Lacan 
and others) such as: “reproducibility”, “simulacrum”, “death of the author”, “textuality”, “al-
legory”, “performativity”, etc. All this led to an art dealing primarily with the way in which 
certain types of social representations (of class, gender, ethnicity, race…) were fabricat-
ed and implemented, mainly by the media and different institutions; an art that worked 
within what could be called “the politics of the signifier”. Essential contributors to this 
process were feminism and gender militancy which, during the AIDS epidemic, put the 
body at the centre of the debate. The body understood both as a symbolic-imaginary and 
technological construct (the idea of Post-Humanism was raised), as well as in its most real 
dimension, as an object of pain and abjection, of negation and symbolic erasure.

By the mid-1990s, curatorial and critical interests turned to the idea of “sociality”, of art 
as a place of encounter. This notion, theorized by Bourriaud in his Relational Aesthetics, 
kept critics and artists busy for a while. From 2000, these concerns turned towards aspects 
whose different approaches were more overtly political: from those who emphasized the 
testimonial, documentary or archival character in their proposals, to others who, after 
the victory of Obama, naively deemed possible a certain relaxation of political pressure 
(which was even spoken about as “ecstatic resistance”, in the Whitney Biennial 2010, and 
defined as “the need to rediscover the experimental nature of the artistic task and politics 
within oneself to understand our role in a wider social and cultural transformation”).5 At 
the end of the first decade of 2000, talk began about “referentialism”, the idea of “migration 
of forms” and, as I mentioned earlier, the antepenultimate twist regarding the educational 
turn.

4. This consideration must be under-
stood in the context of the passage from 
the School of Fine Arts (which at that 
time granted a humble title of “draw-
ing teacher” of no consequence to the 
capacity of the artist) to the Faculty 
of Fine Arts, already integrated in the 
University structure (granting degrees 
such as Bachelor’s, PhD, etc. which 
equated art with other types of knowl-
edge bestowing a place in social repre-
sentation). At that time it was decided, 
as a fait accompli, that the “teaching 
authority” had to be equated with those 
in other university degrees, in open con-
frontation to the way of the active artist, 
who remained totally relegated. The in-
stitution was undertaking, at that time, 
an act of self-preservation. What place 
would many of the teaching staff have if 
the focus of teaching was rather direct-
ed to the sharing of a practice? None. 
In order to exist, the institution had to 
claim an insufficiency of art and artists 
that had to be compensated by the way 
of equated knowledge: a PhD at Arts is 
socially invested permanently with an 
authority that the artist will nevertheless 
have to endlessly demonstrate with her/
his practice.

5. Francesco Bonami and Gary Car-
rion-Murayari, “The Fence and the 
Bridge, or Regeneration Through Art”, 
in the catalogue of the Whitney Bien-
nial 2010. New Haven & London: Yale 
University Press, 2010, p. 11.
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EDUCATION

Let us again pick up on the relationship between art and education. All this previous di-
gression was necessary to expose the unstable nature of the art category and its complexity 
when used in relation to another category such as education which is subject to similar 
difficulties. The voluntarism of some cultural agents is surprising as when, unable to tack-
le the problems separately – which happens also with so-called political art –, they rush 
headlong into hybridizations that they are unable to control either in the way hypotheses 
are to be set out or in the evaluation of the outcomes. All this results in an acting out that 
evidences more of a desire to “be” in a certain place than a genuine interest in the subjects 
they are supposed to be concerned with. Art and education are two strangely connected 
notions, and when speaking of an “educational turn”, perhaps a previous effort to disam-
biguate implications of this should be made and the question asked as to what it is about: is 
it about the role art can play in the all-round education of a person; or about the function 
played by the inclusion of art as content or as a specific practice in the educational curric-
ulum; or about the education of the artists; or about the possibility of reading one system 
through another; or a new thematic resource to feed the art system…?

Each of these possible relations between art and education would seem to imply very dif-
ferent approaches with their corresponding sets of problems: Does the artwork educate? 
Is its apparent content formative in any way? Can we consider what can be said about a 
work of art, and the ineffable experience we can obtain from it, to be at the same level of 
relevance? What are the points of contact and separation between criticism and art pro-
duction? What does the education of an artist share with that of an art historian, a critic 
or an art philosopher? Is there a specific artistic way of knowing – along with a scientific, 
a revealed, a psychological, an anthropological, a sociological one… – produced solely 
by the works themselves without the mediation of a narrative? Does renouncing certain 
disciplinary technical abilities necessarily mean renouncing some sort of technique? What 
is specific about an artist’s education?

There are two things that amaze me when talking about the educational turn. Firstly, this 
constant application of the plaster before the wound is symptomatic when one writer after 
another claims that “the educational turn is not a new topic for art”. If this were so clear, 
there would be no need to permanently warn, excusatio non petita accusatio manifesta. 
Secondly, it is hard for me to understand how this change has taken place from a situation 
where the connection of the idea of education to the curatorial was an anathema – an ex-
hibition was allowed to be anything but “pedagogical”, with both curators and artists very 
often expressing their disdain for institutional educational departments, and their desire 
not to get involved in the matter – to the present moment, when such connection seems 
to have taken a central role in the curatorial discourse. And this is even more paradoxical 
when the educational turn in art coincides – something highlighted by several authors – 
with another educational turn, in this case in the world of entertainment. Just checking 
the TV programme grid, we can find many programmes whose main ingredient is to 
teach you how to do something, from cooking, decorating, styling, dancing or singing to 
selling houses, repairing cars or cultivating your own garden. It seems licit to suspect that 
both phenomena have some kind of connection through entertainment, except that the 
exhibition outcomes of the educational turn in art have in many cases reached heights of 
unimaginable boredom.

When speaking specifically of the education of artists, one of the first difficulties we en-
counter is: what is there to teach? At a time when art has been undergoing a progressive 
de-skilling process, one should ask what level of competence is pursued and with respect 
to what. It is clear that less and less specific manual skills are required by the artist. In the 
past, the division of labour separated those who were able to exercise certain techniques 
from those who were not. Being a painter consisted in knowing how to paint; to not know 
how to paint was to not be a painter. At present, much of the artist’s manual work may 
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be made by others, so much so that the artist’s ability depends more on the management 
of that kind of work than on her/his own skills. Yet it may be asked whether the current 
absence of discipline-bound techniques – and the consequent unlimited multiplication of 
possible techniques emanating from general productive work – prevents us from rethink-
ing the technical problem of art under the above-mentioned conditions, and knowing if 
this would introduce a renewed specificity to artistic work. 

The process of de-skilling can theoretically be claimed within art as a way of overcoming 
the barriers imposed by the division of labour, a way of questioning a hegemonic vision of 
art based on privileged techniques. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that contempt 
for craft and for certain abilities is often sustained from sophisticated suspicious intel-
lectual positions. From Da Vinci to Duchamp and Warhol, there has been an existential 
urgency in the artist to get rid of everything that bound her/him to the “inferior” catego-
ries of matter and labour. The truth is that it is difficult not to perceive a certain patrician 
whiff or social status seeking in the idea that some form of manual work can be disposed 
of provided we make use of a privileged and well-furnished intellectual artillery (which 
remains within the grasp of far fewer) and at the same time pretend this is part of a will 
to democratisation in art. How different from Brancusi’s motto, “Do not forget you are an 
artist, create as God, rule as a king, work as a slave”.6

The corollary usually following this claim – “as there is no art specificity (at least, not 
technically), every person can be an artist” – necessarily implies that, indeed, we can all be 
artists, but probably in a perfectly mediocre way. Is this a legitimate aspiration? Is it com-
patible with the aspiration that art be as excellent as it can be? For it would be very hypo-
critical to deny the existence of a whole system of values supported by an army of media-
tors whose function is precisely to discern what is art from what is not art, and which art 
is better or worse. Are we not mistaking the desire (and reality) that every human being 
can be an artist, with the fact that not everyone is, nor has to be one? There is a technical 
dimension in all this which marks, whether we like it or not, the difference: the heteroge-
neous mixture of mental and material processes has to be permanently managed and how 
successful such management is will necessarily be linked to its condition as art, no matter 
how expanded or diffuse the category becomes – the fine line of the division of labour is 
restored. The liberation of techniques bound to traditional art disciplines does not once 
and for all liquidate the notion of technique that presupposes an expert praxis at stake in 
all the proceedings (we should remember here Godard’s call for “working professionally 
as an amateur”), that is, freed from any subjection to any technical disciplines, although 
in an extremely disciplined manner). This permanent management of the imbricated net-
work of intentions and results does not admit a regulated definition properly constituting 
a specific “art knowledge”; rather, it keeps moving in the catastrophic dynamics of the 
lures, traps, diversions, productive failures, the “what if ”, the intuitions, the arbitrary de-
cisions, clashes, crazy hypotheses… It is more like a “non-knowledge” that can only be 
transmitted in the action of sharing something material that acts as a bridge. “The bridge 
is a passage, but it is also distance maintained.”7 It is not a question of access to an already 
established knowledge, but of participating in the process of knowledge constituting itself 
in the making.

When, in The Ignorant Schoolmaster by Rancière, I read, “One can teach what one doesn’t 
know if the student is emancipated, that is to say, if he is obliged to use his own intelli-
gence. The master is he who encloses an intelligence in the arbitrary circle from which 
it can only break out by becoming necessary to itself,”8 I thought that this appreciation, 
which in the educational world can be surprising (teaching what is ignored), is the daily 
experience of the artist both in her/his doing and in the transmission of the non-knowing 
that constitutes her/his doing. It seems obvious that, as far as art education is concerned, 
this type of relationship can take place only if the teacher is an active participant in that 
non-knowledge; that is, an artist. I am not saying that all the education of the artist should 

6. Inscribed on the walls of his studio.

7. Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant 
Schoolmaster. Redwood City, CA: Stan-
ford University Press, 1991, p. 32.

8. Ibid., p. 15.
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be based solely on this dynamic; there is probably a lot of knowledge that the art student 
must acquire through other procedures; but I am convinced that the core of her/his mak-
ing must be taught by active artists. And more specifically, I would say that a community 
of artists should do it. Personally I have always had a problem with education to the extent 
that it involves a hierarchy established by a supposed subject of knowledge. I do not know 
if this was due to a personal problem of arrogance, or because privately I have always had 
the feeling that a horizontal relationship was more useful to art education than a vertical 
one; the fact is that I have never let myself be taught. All my formative process has been a 
self-learning within a relationship among equals who share (in the different versions of ex-
change and confrontation) thinking and work processes. The main task, therefore, of the 
artist willing to learn would be to lay the foundations of her/his own learning community.

As a part of the educational offer of both public and private institutions, art necessarily 
participates as an additional commodity within the knowledge economy.9 Art is something 
that can be chosen among several educational options, at different stages (high school, 
university…), within a hierarchy that grants titles that, in turn, serve to standardise levels 
of knowledge within different fields of knowledge (Degree in Fine Arts/Degree in Phys-
ics, PhD in Fine Arts/PhD in Philosophy). This hierarchy serves the purpose of granting 
a place in social representation. All this is a long way from the time when I began my 
studies in the old School of Fine Arts some forty years ago, when students went there 
for quite specific reasons: to prolong their leisure, their hobby; to learn a trade (restorer 
or drawing teacher, for example); to professionalize the fact of possessing certain artistic 
technical skills; or, and this may sound very strange today, because they felt, intuited, that 
art – whatever it was – was the only place where they could wholly exist. The advantage of 
that moment was that art, having in practice no institutional support whatsoever, being, 
socially speaking, almost an entelechy, allowed the fulfilment, in different ways, of the 
different objectives that were implicit: some resolved their lives through paths different to 
art but adorned by an artistic patina, others found a professional dedication, and others, 
after the clash with what is not art (the Academy), had to give themselves a conception of 
art with which they bound their lives with greater or lesser fortune. 

Although any of the aforementioned reasons may remain active, it is now more difficult to 
identify the reasons why someone studies art – beyond the fact of discarding other options 
within the educational offer – and I believe that this is somehow due to the paradoxical 
relationship between the dissolution of the art category and the hypertrophy of the insti-
tutions that support it. For those who have decided to study art, it is more complicated to 
identify intimate reasons for their decision than simply aspire, more or less consciously, to 
“occupy” a place in the social representation that defines the institutional framework of art 
(including art education). But as it is not easy to “technically” overcome this circumstance, 
the consequences are often much more frustrating.10

Only one who has felt the panic and impotence of having to help someone who suppos-
edly wants to be an artist – to help a person who does not know what art is about, or why 
to become an artist, who doesn’t feel connected in any way to what has traditionally been 
considered art (as knowledge, as experience, as technique), and feels satisfied with her/
his ignorance, who does not have a clue of the connection art may have with her/his own 
constitution as a subject – in essence, one who has to deal with a person who is the prod-
uct of a continuous process of general de-skilling paralleled with a sense of omnipotence 
felt almost as a right; as I say, only someone who, faced with such a complexity, tries to 
give a responsible productive way out, without simplifications, to that almost impossible 
encounter, knows the difficulty of the artist’s education.

LOVE OF ART

I heard that Borges asserted that art cannot be taught, but you can teach the love of art. I 
agree, but can you love something so diffuse and evanescent, something about which there 

9. “We consume to stop being individ-
uals and citizens, to get rid of the heavy 
obligation of having to carry out fun-
damental choices. (…) the consumer 
only decides between existing products, 
between options already formulated by 
others, and this at best is limited to con-
suming or comparing.” Pascal Bruckner, 
La tentation de l’innocence. Paris: Gras-
set, 1996. 

10. At the recent Whitney Biennial 2017, 
within what could be considered anoth-
er contribution to the “educational turn”, 
artist Chemi Rosado-Seijo presented as 
art an art class from the Lower Manhat-
tan Arts Academy. The class (students, 
teacher, furniture and supplies) was 
moved to a room adjacent to the exhibi-
tion space; the students worked during 
the day the museum was closed, and on 
the remaining days visitors to the Bien-
nial interacted with the students’ work, 
in some cases using them as a support 
to carry out their own interventions. 
I think it becomes very clear here how 
well-meaning voluntarism can result in 
dire consequences. In the first place, the 
student is granted a premature access to 
the institution, thus implying its omnip-
otence as a validation agency in relation 
to other agencies, such as the student’s 
own colleagues, other artists, the teach-
er, etc. Both the artist Chemi Rosa-
do-Seijo – saying that what he wanted 
was for the students to feel “at the same 
level” as the rest of the artists – and the 
students – expressing the “honour” that 
it meant to be represented at the Bienni-
al, since “not many people can say that 
they have exhibited in the Whitney” 
– evidence a confused desire to “be” 
in a place rather than actually “being” 
someone with a capacity of interlocu-
tion at different levels. But secondly, and 
this is the serious thing, all this is done 
under previous agreement on both the 
invisibility of the students as such in the 
museum, and the institutional device 
that separates the works of the students 
from the “authentic” works of art exhib-
ited there, and on top of that, having to 
swallow the bitter pill that some works 
of the students could be violated or even 
destroyed by what was close to acts of 
vandalism by the visitors, something 
unimaginable for the rest of works on 
exhibition.
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are consistent doubts of the reality of its mere existence? Is it possible to love something 
without apparent utility – beyond what can be exploited by the cultural industry? Can you 
love something that is sustained by a political inertia that gives it a supposedly relevant but 
never explicit status? Is it possible to love something that has been, is, and must be, per-
manently under a ruthless scrutiny, suffering all kinds of dissolutions within the common 
stock of cultural practices? Something that, from the most popular strata, is contemplated 
with a mixture of resigned reverence – imposed by the weight of history or economy – and 
of joking and irreverence?

Against all odds, my answer can only be affirmative. Slavoj Žižek tells an anecdote that 
may be illustrative: “One guy invites another to his house and he sees that a horseshoe is 
nailed on the front door supposedly to remove everything undesirable and provide for-
tune to its occupants. Amazed, he asks his host: “You don’t believe in these superstitions, 
do you?” to which the other replied, “Not at all. I do not believe in these things, but I keep 
it because I have been told that this horseshoe works even for those who do not believe 
in it.” The same happens with art: Do I believe in art? My mind and my training tell me 
that like any cultural category, art is subject to such historical junctures that make it very 
difficult to think that what we call art today has to do with what once was considered art. 
Therefore, art fulfils so many different functions in each epoch that we can absolutely 
doubt the existence of such a transcendent notion. On the other hand, no one can deny my 
intimate experience with certain type of objects that are able to “talk” to me, that can be 
there in front of me, in the present time, somehow transcending the social, historical and 
technical conditions that saw them being born. I think the point would not be to know 
if a given object was art for people belonging to a culture and time different than mine – 
that would be projecting into the past my current idea of what art is today, or inferring a 
Historical idea of what was then art. For me the important thing is to verify if the object 
I have before my eyes works as art according to my present idea; if it allows me a type of 
experience equivalent to other objects considered art today. It is often the case that there 
are objects that were clearly conceived as art, which today would not allow us that type of 
experience (many portraits, for example), and vice versa, there are objects that were not 
conceived as such and today can be experienced as art (i. e. Palaeolithic cave paintings). In 
these matters the problem pertains to History, not to Art.

Is this belief in art a hallucinatory effect? Am I a gullible participant in some kind of 
belated ritual that involves getting beneficial effects that I am not really getting? If so, if 
we do not believe in the possibility of a genuine artistic experience, then why do we keep 
these objects; why do we not document them to record their passage through the world 
and then get rid of them or at least remove them from our sight? When we speak of art, 
we are methodologically obliged to consider the loss of transcendence of the artistic ob-
ject, its historical expiration. Discursive language obliges all these kind of qualifications, 
from quotation marks to striking through words, where we show that we use what we 
have, knowing that its use is questionable. We will keep on saying: “the sun rises above 
the horizon” although we know that it is we that are moving by being on a globe rotating 
around its axis. Deconstruction, to which I feel very close and which has left an imprint 
in my artistic career, brought to light all the small tricks language hides to appear natural 
and fluid when in actual fact there are only scars and sutures. Living up to its pretensions, 
however, would not be human.11

This happens when talking about art, but what happens when we make art? Žižek again, 
puts another example at the beginning of a lecture: he shows a can of tea to the public and 
says that if someone like Judith Butler had to say what this is, she would never simply say 
it’s a tea can. She would say: if we accept a metaphysical notion of language that clearly iden-
tifies objects and taking this into account, perhaps I would be in a position to rhetorically take 
the risk of pointing to the hypothesis that in the conditions of our language games one could 
say that this is a can of tea. The advantage of art is that it shows things; it does not speak 

11. “A minimum of unconsciousness is 
necessary if one wants to stay inside His-
tory. To act is one thing; to know one is 
acting is another. When lucidity invests 
the action, insinuates itself into it, action 
is undone, and with it, prejudice, whose 
function consists, precisely, in subordi-
nating, in enslaving consciousness to ac-
tion. The man who unmasks his fictions 
renounces his own resources and, in a 
sense, himself. Consequently, he will ac-
cept other fictions which will deny him, 
since they will not have arisen from his 
own depths. No man concerned with his 
equilibrium may exceed a certain degree 
of lucidity and analysis.” E.M. Cioran, 
The Temptation to Exist. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998.
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of them. Well, it also talks, but fundamentally puts us in front of something. If I present a 
can of tea in an artwork, it carries with itself the enormous amount of discourses that are 
attached to it and which, in a way, are more (and less) than the thing itself. In the relation 
between its presence – the thing is there, it seems identical to itself – and the fact that it 
makes evident an absence of self, in the possibility of bringing together things that are in-
compatible – that in the discourse would be absurd – art acquires its full potential. There-
fore, for an artist to feel the intimacy of another artist – even if they are thousands of years 
apart, and even if it is someone as different as an Egyptian craftsman working under the 
orders of a priest – can be something that happens every time he/she is placed in front of 
these objects. The modality of these objects as well as the type of relationships they might 
be able to establish is something that would have to do with their formal condition (in my 
particular interpretation, as bad form), but this is something that far exceeds the aims of 
this essay and must be treated separately. At this moment, it can be said that the kind of 
complicity created between both artists from the fact of sharing an object encourages the 
thinking that, in spite of everything, their work is essentially the same.

Years ago, I was impressed to read an introduction to a course at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago by Stan Brakhage, one of the key figures in experimental cinema. 
Already in his first sentences he made a curious warning to the parents of young people 
who wanted to be artists: he described art as “the most terrifying adventure imaginable”, 
“without possibility of retreat” and “no hope of rescue” and consequently recommended 
them to take their children to academies and schools where they were prudently taught 
a “false art”, in the hope that they would be entertained and thus not succumb to such a 
fatal attraction. Now, if the challenge of art was to be accepted with all its consequences, 
he warned: “(…) you will surely lose your mortal soul!: you will be tortured by demons 
(physically pained by them, tickled to death by them, mentally-anguished to the point of 
suicidal thought): you will be stretched to the orders of angels more terrible than demonic 
force, set tasks by them beyond all comprehension or imaginable accomplishment: you 
will be changed so that your mother will never recognize you, so that your father will dis-
own you, your friends betray you, your loved-one live in terror of you.”12

Does it sound excessive? Perhaps, but it points precisely to the kind of experience that 
creation is: a total revolution of subjectivity aimed at achievements which, as he points out 
a little further, may be: “cosmic … comic, if you like that term better… but anyway, of no 
reasonable order”.13 That unreasonable place that incorporates into its womb the sublime 
together with the ridiculous, God and the devil, being and non-being, true and false, Eros 
and death … that accepts the capable and the incapable, is a place worthy of being loved, 
and the love of art will not only be the objective of the possible educational experience, 
according to Borges’s words, but the medium of the definitive educational experience.

May, 2017

12. Stan Brakhage, The Brakhage Lec-
tures. Chicago, IL: The GoodLion, at The 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
1972. p. 7

13. Ibid. 
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On Who do you think 
you are?
Beatriz Herráez /
Gema Intxausti

I.
Three years ago, Gema Intxausti (Gernika-Lu-
mo, 1966) presented a work at La Taller, Bilbao, 
titled Wilder is the New Black. The proposal was 
divided into two exhibitions, in both of which 
previously unseen works were on show. These 
were The Runner’s Cut, a script/stencilled text 
on twelve 14.8 x 21 cm sheets of paper; Who do 
you think you are?, a Inkjet pigment ink print/
script on fifty-five sheets of 250 g Arches Velin 
Museum Rag paper; and 2ª parte de Wilder is 
the New Black, a collection of thirty stencilled 
drawings on Caballo 109A 100 x 70 cm paper. 
This conversation primarily deals with the piece 
Who do you think you are?, taking into account 
the central place it has come to occupy in the 
context of the exhibition as well as in Intxausti’s 
recent work. 

Following is an extract from the exhibition text, 
which was written by the artist and provides an 
approximation to the methodology deployed 
in the project. The text is compiled of extracts 
from a piece of writing that defines Intxausti’s 
link between experience and displacement:

“Journeys have been a constant occurrence in 
my life; my first experience away from my local 
reality was Madrid, where I lived in 1990. This 
first journey was followed by others: I worked in 
Portsmouth in Southern England, where I met 
Florence. She lived in pain; Virginie seemed 
to have stepped out of a Fassbinder movie; in 
Dublin I spent a Christmas dinner with Marijose 
and Patrick. One day, after walking down Nas-
sau Street I went to Howth to see the Martello 
Tower. In Barcelona, Marina – “Marineti” – in-
troduced me to her friends; in Aldershot I was 
tired. The list of people I met in London is end-
less: Yvonne, María, Lidia, Emma, Annaïs, David, 
Félix, Lisa, James, Raquel, Christian, and many 
more. In London, too, I was introduced to dra-
ma in the work of Annibale Carracci and Cara-
vaggio. Back in Madrid, years later, I searched 
for a hotel near Puerta de Toledo. In Edinburgh, 
I ate ice-cream with Renata at Mary’s Milk, and 
had coffee in different districts of the city. 
Miren and I celebrated my birthday in Blackfri-
ars. During those years I had letters from Isabel, 
Bego, Txus, Luis, Aintzane, Björn; then there 

were emails from Nerea, Agurne, Lorea, Amaia, 
Izaskun, Iñaki and again many more. Every per-
son I’ve met on this adventure, every place, 
every territory, every map has made its mark on 
me. […] The exhibition Wilder is the New Black 
takes up this thread more amiably, a thread that 
draws borders, journeys and other territories. 
Given all of this, I chose to begin with a photo 
taken by my dad in July 1964, in Idaho where 
he was working as a shepherd. On the back of 
the photo is written, “This is when we went 
out to the reservations (the high mountains). 
Going over a bridge here, nice photo, keep it 
carefully and don’t let it get spoilt.” As he says, 
it’s a lovely photo, worth keeping, and one I’ve 
seen many times, but which has taken on a new 
meaning as the years go by.”

Before we began our interview, we wanted to 
return to an extract from a conversation of sev-
eral years ago for an exhibition at Tabakalera. 
At the time, we were considering the exhibition 
in Bilbao, and in particular, at the relationships 
between the various geographical enclaves that 
Intxausti’s life has taken her through; move-
ments and stays that have affected her work as 
an artist. 

“The idea of the journey has been there since I 
was a child, as those places that were beyond 
the local were important to me, even though 
I really did not know why at the time. I believe 
that the territory marks the identity of each of 
us, but it is something that I am not comfortable 
about. I feel closer to the idea of an identity 
linked to travel, as if it were something lighter. 
This means identifying with personal experienc-
es that occur without being tied to a place and 
its past. I wonder how it would work, what an 
identity without territory would be like.”1

1. For the complete interview, see Peio Aguirre, Beatriz Herráez 

Family photo album: Life magazine (1964). Photo: Santiago Intxausti
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II.
BH: Bearing in mind all of these questions, let’s 
now begin by looking at the piece Who do you 
think you are? which you exhibited on invitation 
from La Taller in Bilbao. How did your collabora-
tion there come about?

GI: As you say, it was a collaboration. Maite2 
saw my intervention in the sala rekalde3 window 
display, and we started talking. I was working on 
Who do you think you are? at the time, and con-
cluded it for the La Taller exhibition.

I’d started writing a blog while I was in Edin-
burgh. I’d uploaded drawings, photos of pieces 
and short texts. I’m totally lacking in skill when 
it comes to digital media and my relationship 
to them is one of attraction and repulsion, but 
I would put together untidy paragraphs which 
were always related to my family photo album, 
and that was how I began to make the work. 
There came a time when I decided to close the 
blog, and that was when the idea of a long text 
as an object began to take shape.

These exercises also coincided with a television 
programme, one episode of which was dedicat-
ed to British artist Tracey Emin. One day I was 
watching TV and I was mesmerised by the for-
mat, in which a guest searches out her ances-
tors and draws up her family tree, and surprising 
information is brought to light which explains 
‘formal’ questions in her life. With Emin, I seem 
to remember that the secrets of her grandfa-
ther on her mother’s side – who lived in a gypsy 
encampment, and had never told her about his 
background – provided some apparent justi-
fication for her best-known installations. The 
programme was, of course, a construction, but 
it was interesting all the same to hear Emin say, 
“I understand so many things now”, just like so 
many other guests. The format hooked me from 
then on, and I also used the title of it for my 
piece. In an immediate transposition, I thought 
about everything we take for granted in autobi-
ographical histories.

I used my family photos to start to look for 
relationships. I should add that I had tried the 
same thing years before after a workshop at 
Arteleku,4 but couldn’t find the way to do it at 
the time. I was working with the material, and 

(eds.), Arenzana Imaz Intxausti Montón Peral. Donostia-San Sebas-
tian: Centro de Cultura Internacional Tabakalera, 2016, pp. 73-74.
2. Maite Martínez de Arenaza runs the programme at La Taller, and 
directs the space. http://www.lataller.com/index.php?/taller/
3. The project “...MEANWHILE... RAPTURE” was exhibited in 
December 2013 – January 2014 at sala rekalde, Provincial Govern-
ment of Bizkaia. http://salarekalde.bizkaia.net/Exposiciones/default.
asp?i=ca&opcion=detalle&id=424
4. Workshop run by Ángel Bados and Txomin Badiola in 1994.

had scanned copies of it in my computer. On my 
return to Gernika, when I sought out the original 
photos, I found the notes written on the back of 
them, and so was able to add to the information 
I already had and to give a meaning to “how to 
tell”. Some months later, I took up the text again 
and made a first draft, which I sent to María 
Vouza, a friend who lives in London. I thought 
she’d give me some extensive feedback, but her 
response was brief: “Make it longer, make the 
museum part longer”; so I did, and sent it on to 
Maite… And so that was how the project began. 
At the same time, a short version of the story 
was taking shape in the form of The Runner’s 
Cut (April 2012), which is also included in the 
show.

BH: In this search, are you not perhaps want-
ing to verify something you’re already sure of? 
Are you not looking into exactly what you know 
you’ll find? I’m thinking here not only of what 
you say about the television programme, but 
also the way your narrative is built up – of the 
way the script of Who do you think you are? is 
articulated. I also think of texts such as Philippe 
Lejeune’s Autobiographical Pact5 (1975), which 
mentions the necessity of resemblance to the 
truth in stories of “lives”, the need to verify. 

GI: Partly, yes, of course I was. I knew there 
were things I’d find there, but they were part 
of one single version. And this is a piece that, 
even after I’d finished it and shown it at La Tall-
er, led me to carry on looking into my family 
tree. My research on this project gave me a 
fuller perspective, which led from a single per-
son’s narrative to one built up from the sum of 
other family voices. Outside voices were also 
incorporated; Izaskun Abadía, for instance, a 
well-known expert on genealogy. She told me 
about a publication and a website on “Basque 
people in the United States”, a popular theme in 
the local media. I found a list of travellers with 
names and backgrounds. Among them was my 
grandfather, who went to the US twice – once 
as a bachelor and once after he married. I also 
looked at the Ellis Island website, which was 
an amazing archive of all the emigrants whose 
passage through the US border had been reg-
istered. My granddad wasn’t on the list, but his 
brother Agustín, who I was given to understand 
had never been to the US, was. All of this infor-
mation has been garnered after exhibiting Who 
do you think you are? The sum of it all – family 
conversations plus everything else I’ve men-
tioned – gave me some unexpected informa-
tion. I found out that my grandfather on my 
mother’s side had sailed to New York when he 

5. Philippe Lejeune, On Autobiography. Minneapolis, MN: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1989.
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was eighteen, on the 1st March 1902, from Liv-
erpool on the Lucania. A story I already knew 
acquired a complexity it hadn’t had once I was 
able to imagine an eighteen-year old youth from 
a rural world travelling to a big city from one of 
the largest European industrial ports of the ear-
ly twentieth century. The story suddenly turned 
into something different; I discover a different 
person in an image, and this becomes superim-
posed onto my own journey, my own life.

And of course there is some repetition in the 
‘lives’ of my dad and his father – which seem 
like fictional narratives but aren’t – fundamental 
as they are for the construction of this project. 
What I mean is that I chose the parts that fit 
together to build a narrative with its own struc-
ture and content, which somehow work as a 
reflection of our own socio-economic situation. 
A narrative which is not a fiction and uses no 
actors, but is not a documentary either. 

BH: The interwoven paths and journeys we 
spoke of are what surface once again; they be-
come visible and acquire a special kind of rele-
vance in the piece.

GI: Yes – the journey is understood here 
through economic and social relationships; it’s 
a journey that is made with a particular aim in 
mind, which ends up transforming your iden-
tity. All of my imagery in the past was a limited 
construction of reality. The photos my parents 
sent each other over those three years – the die 
were cast – have changed their meaning, be-
cause I wasn’t aware as a child of the narrative, 
context or meaning behind them; and also not 
of the notes on the back of them. Those photos 
and the notes are a pertinent register of emo-
tional, social, political and other kinds of rela-
tionships, which is why I chose them.

But my dad’s travels to Idaho aren’t the central 
focus of the exhibition. The main theme in it is 
my own journey to London in 2001 and my ex-
periences there. Those were years of work and 
also of moments of silence and comings and go-
ings, years when I met a lot of people and dis-
covered their stories and other realities. I think 
the experiences we consider to be our own are 
sometimes bound to events and experiences in 
our family or social environments, and we relive 
or repeat previous patterns. The narrative goes 
back to my own narrative through images from 
another time, from my family tree. And so, from 
the moment I started to refer to myself and 
London, the image of flocks of sheep started to 
reoccur.

BH: I was thinking about previous ways of work-
ing of yours, particularly photo booths you made 

before 2010. Those are also selfies, like your 
dad’s photos from Idaho. But in the photo booth 
portraits you place yourself in front of the cam-
era, setting up a completely different relation-
ship to time from the one we see in Who do you 
think you are? The immediacy of those works 
disappears in the texts based on your practice 
of searching for information, sources and doc-
uments. What new associations arise between 
text, image and time in these works?

GI: There is a different, almost contrary rela-
tionship to time and references in the act of the 
photo booth works. In them (not all of them, 
though), I place myself in front of the camera, 
whereas there is no image of me here. In those 
pieces I was limited by time and space. But 
when I made the photo booth works, I never 
related them to the Idaho selfies, but to a series 
of drawings I saw at the Bilbao Fine Arts Muse-
um, a drawing-based narrative sequence. That 
was when I began to think about narrating, and 
about films I saw at university by makers such as 
Iván Zulueta, David Lynch and Fassbinder.

As to relationships, I was sure that one sheet of 
paper should relate to a paragraph or an image. 
That was the structure I worked with. An artist 
friend of mine, Amaia Urra, was recently saying 
that when you start telling something you always 
begin with fragments; it’s all in bits, but in being 
read the pieces come together to form a mean-
ingful image. To think about ‘how’ to tell some-
thing. Or, as a professor at Farnham said, “It’s 
about asking a good question.”

BH: At one moment in the piece, you talk about 
your father’s visit to the Guernica at the MoMA 
in New York. “New York, 1965. Before returning 
home, my father paid a visit to his cousin Johnny 
and his wife in New York. They took him to the 
MoMA to see Picasso’s canvas Guernica. My fa-
ther did not like the painting.” You often refer 
to your time as a museum guard in England. Is 
there any relationship to your dad’s visit and 
your own view of the works you watched for so 
many hours in the museum rooms? 

GI: Yes, that was something I had in mind, but 
I actually cheated a bit when I incorporated it 
into the piece. You get a game of interpreta-
tions around what is objective or subjective. 
He did say he didn’t like the Guernica, but the 
comment came from his indifference towards 
art, his distance from the fact that the painting 
portrayed the bombing of Gernika. The image 
led me to think about how the imagery of Fran-
coism, which my father was coming straight out 
of into the US, would have been counterposed 
with material and images like Life magazine, 
which he would have come into contact with 
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without speaking English. I also reached a sim-
ilar state of indifference in the museum, be-
cause I’d gone to London to start from scratch, 
and I realised that my new life started with a 
zero-hour work contract, and that I may have 
had no syndicate as an artist, but as an out-
sourced gallery assistant, I wasn’t going to have 
one either.

Who do you think you are? sums that up; the 
object turns sacred within the museum space, 
and the subject disappears in the shadows of 
the room. The photo of the sheep staring at the 
camera fits into this idea. Theresa May said a 
couple of weeks ago that she didn’t want immi-
grants, but would welcome any ‘professionals’ 
who wanted to go and work in England. I wonder 
how that ‘professionalism’ is supposed to be 
measured.

BH: In Edinburgh you were working with people 
diagnosed with autism. You have referred to 
your own interest in language and your some-
times difficult relationship to it. Are these issues 
reflected in your working methods in any way?

GI: As a film student I was lucky enough to have 
the assistance of Linda Kelland, my dyslexia 
coach, who helped me to organize language. 
Every week for two years she helped me to 
structure a text, to work with language, para-
graphing, the introduction and conclusion, to 
plan my writing…

“What is this text missing? What is unneces-
sary in it? What’s the story line?” were her most 
frequently repeated questions to me. In many 
ways, I think these questions can be seen in the 
piece, in the way of organising ideas… The ideas 
of Philip Myall, my scriptwriting professor, can 
also be seen there. When I presented my final 
project he told me that the best thing in the 
text was the way it described violence.

BH: In Who do you think you are?, you broke 
away from your habitual media in your work. 
How was the project received?

GI: Who do you think you are? came out of my 
need at the time to abandon sculpture, to for-
get about representing and seek narrative. This 
is why I started studying film at the Farnham 
University College for the Creative Arts. But I 
didn’t fit into the faculty; I had a different mind-
set. There, you have to have everything thought 
out before you take out the camera and set 
everything up. Project comes before process, 
and that goes against my way of working. I didn’t 
manage to get anything of my own done at the 
faculty.

As to how the piece was received… With my 
previous work, people would say to me “Oh, you 

did those sellotape pieces… Oh, so you’re the 
one who did those kitchen cloths…” and that 
was the extent of it. With Who do you think you 
are? something very different happened. Almost 
everyone who saw it told me something about 
their private lives. It was like a sort of Pando-
ra’s box. One of the comments that impacted 
me the most was from an artist, Mónica Ortu-
zar, who said, “It begins as a chronicle, there’s 
nothing happening. And then there’s this huge 
violence and then it ends. It’s like Knife in the 
Water.” I think Knife in the Water is a great film, 
and, apart from the obvious differences, I think 
what Mónica says is very close to what hap-
pens in the piece. “There’s nothing happening. 
And then there’s this huge violence and then it 
ends.”

June 2017

Gema Intxausti 
Untitled (Self-portrait), 2011
Photo booth
6 × 6 cm

Family photo album: The airgun at Gernika festivities (August 1966). Photo: 
Santiago Intxausti
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Family photo album: Sheep (1964). Photo: Santiago Intxausti
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Gema Intxausti
John Cullen, 2004
Photo booth
4 × 20 cm

View of the exhibition Wilder is the New Black at La Taller, 2014
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The Disenchanted
Irit Rogoff

My classroom is a pantheon of disenchantment, it echoes with the strong voices of those 
who have lost faith in how to know in any conventional sense and are in the process of 
trying to self-institute towards another pathway into knowledge, into the acts of know-
ing. The voices of the authors echo with the voices of the readers, learners who view acts 
of self-initiation or inauguration into knowledge, as the performative gestures of this 
pantheon of disenchantment that drives everything in the pedagogical milieu of which I 
speak.

These voices are the ones that drive our oddly named courses in our undisciplined field, 
that perform the gestures that stop common sense in its tracks – the gesture of not this, 
not there, not where it’s supposed to be, not how we are meant to go about it. They 
perform Deleuze’s ‘exhaustion’, Foucault’s ‘insurrection of surreptitious knowledges’, Ag-
amben’s ‘whatever’, Nancy’s ‘Being Singular Plural’ and Derrida’s ‘supplementarity’, Har-
away’s ‘Capitalocene’ and Blanchot’s ‘power of speech to interrupt itself ’. They enact the 
‘Necropolitics’ of Mbembe and the Extrastatecraft’ of Easterling and Sassen’s ‘Expulsions’ 
– borne of the recognition of an urgency, of a despair with the state of things, they are 
nevertheless always an opening gambit rather than an end lament.

The disenchantment I am so drawn to is not a protesting one, though it is profoundly 
critical. It is not an oppositional one, reproducing the binary logic of antagonistic op-
posites, though it keeps the enmity of ideas in mind. And it is not a form of resistance 
though it does take the form of ‘action’ rather than of analysis. If the disenchanted do not 
enlist declamatory rhetoric to raise their voices, how do they operate?

These voices don’t lambast, they don’t analyse, they don’t explain or refute and they don’t 
lament or deny – they halt the discussion, refuse natural continuity and surprise by 
starting again from the middle, from elsewhere and otherwise. What is so compelling to 
me about these is not that they are a theoretical pantheon in and of themselves, not that 
they are novel – certainly not part of cognitive capitalism’s endless pursuit of marketable 
novelty with its bright, shiny, promising titles and old, familiar arguments. But perhaps 
that they perform an uncompromising and insistent duality: on the one hand a critical 
move of halting the discussion in its conventional mode and on the other the possibility 
of starting it again from elsewhere and differently. I have come to think that being able to 
halt a discussion without criticising it and to inhabit that stoppage as more than an inter-
mediary gap, is the very voice of disenchantment.

And of course that gap is not simply a stoppage but it is equally a promise, for disen-
chantment is placed firmly between the initial enchantment that inevitably preceded it 
and the re-enchantment that will inevitably follow it. Inevitably because once one has the 
propensity for enchantment and the understanding of its persuasive potential, it will take 
place again and again. Who of us does not remember the first time we read Foucault, or 
Derrida. or Kristeva, or Haraway, or Deleuze or Amitav Ghosh or Michael Taussig and 
all of our subterranean frustration with thinking found a break in which to locate itself. 
The intense pleasure of not reading something and agreeing with it, but of being actual-
ised by it, of having an inherent critical faculty galvanised into conscious being. 

In part disenchantment is so important because it follows, by necessity, the condition 
of ‘enchantment’ – a state of persuasion and seduction which fuses rationally conscious 
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thought with affective conviction, a duality of intellectual clarity and emotional entan-
glement that are crucial for any acts of affecting knowledge. And, of course, because 
moments of enchantment and disenchantment both enact and insist on the significance 
of ‘the moment’ rather that of ‘the long line of tradition’ in which knowledge has usually 
found its place.

This preoccupation with ‘disenchantment’ follows on from a question I have been asking 
myself for some time: if we agree that ‘we only know what we know how to know’, what 
are the mechanisms by which we might catapult ourselves from one knowledge para-
digm to another, one belief system to another? How might we equip ourselves to move 
towards that which we don’t know how to know? How does this leap come about?

The Pantheon of Disenchantment that propels and animates the work in my classroom 
is not only a pedagogical model, it also points me in the direction of what is being 
called ‘practice-based research’ or what I would prefer to think of as ‘creative practices 
of knowledge’. It allows towards a shift both conceptual and methodological in which it 
is not only the theoretical but the active unfolding of the work that produces a shift in 
knowing. For these too are moments of suspension that move sideways, giving them-
selves permission to know from elsewhere rather than to negate dominant knowledge.

A few years ago, the annual BBC lecture series known as the Reith Lectures, commemo-
rating John Reith, the founder of the broadcasting company, was broadcast. The lecturer 
was Martin Reese the president of the Royal Society of Astronomy. He began by looking 
back to the 17th-century emergence of aristocratic, self-taught, scientific amateurs, who 
gathered out of passionate curiosity about the natural world and in the face of knowledge 
orthodoxies formed societies, exchanged books, reviewed each other’s experiments and 
theorems, and formed the first professional learned associations devoted to uncovering 
radical new knowledge – such as the Royal Society in 1660 when a dozen men gathered 
to hear the young Christopher Wren give a lecture on astronomy. In the discussion that 
followed they decided to form a society for the study of the new and still controversial 
‘Experimental Philosophy’. The motto they decided on for their new association was 
“take nothing on authority”!, a motto that still resonates with me today as I try and think 
about academic protocols and the academic authority of ‘truth regimes’ and how these 
are constantly challenged by creative practices of knowledge everywhere else.

Obviously I do not hark back nostalgically to the 17th-century – to privileged amateur 
men, sustained by colonial adventures, indentured labourers, vast estates, arrogant en-
titlement and the ensuant leisure for the pursuit of knowledge in their private libraries 
– but I do want to keep a hold of two of their formulations; the value of ‘experimental 
philosophy’ and the edict to ‘take nothing on authority’. And I think that ‘creative prac-
tices of knowledge’ are some of the ways in which we might grasp these and ensure that 
they do not cede to the endless pragmatic demands of knowledge protocols: outcomes, 
outputs, impact, constant monitoring of the exact usefulness of knowledge or its ability 
to follow the demands and the imperatives of cognitive capitalism to be portable, to be 
transferable, to be useful, to be flexible, to be applied, to be entrepreneurial and generally 
integrated within market economies at every level.

Later that same day, the day I heard the first Reith Lecture, a rather brilliant, prac-
tice-based researcher at Goldsmiths underwent what we call the ‘upgrade’, which is the 
passage from the preliminary to the final phase of the Ph.D. On this occasion three 
professors sat in a room trying to convince this exceptional young man that he could do 
whatever he wanted, since he was clearly both serious and knowledgeable in his research 
and passionate about his subject. We went on saying he could invent a narrative, de-con-
textualise his objects, speak in any kind of voice and in general take as many inventive 



21

liberties with his work as served his purpose in constituting what we saw as a potentially 
exciting emergent subject and method. He, on the other hand, clung to the conventional 
academic protocols like a drowning man to a raft – how could he prove this, and how 
could he ground that, and what did he need to do to be taken seriously by an profes-
sional/academic community that held him up, he felt, to higher scholarly standards of 
knowledge. There was something both comic and confusing about our trying to liberate 
him from scholasticism and from his belief that it was some mysterious realm that he 
needed to crack in order to enter formal bastions of knowledge.

The first story of aristocratic gentlemen in 17th-century London refers to knowledge 
pre-signification, and the second story, of the PhD researcher wanting to be legitimated 
by scholarship, refers to knowledge needing to be liberated from over-signification, and 
somewhere between the two is the dilemma I am trying to get at. And I think that ‘cre-
ative practices of knowledge’ are some of the ways in which we might grasp these and 
ensure that they are not held captive by the criteria of evaluative and auditory structures 
that now prevail and shape the landscape of institutional research funding and research 
understanding. But my question is whether constantly dealing critically with the struc-
tures and with the protocols and with their demands is actually going to get us to where 
we might need to be? This because my concern is with the actual knowledge and my 
belief is in its power. This concern is not satisfied simply by unearthing new ideas, but 
in also trying to recognise the urgent drives behind them, of which disenchantment is 
clearly one.

In this state we move beyond ‘criticism’ of regimes and players and intentions and from 
‘critique’ of the underlying political and ideological structures that have captured and 
seized the conflict and continue to hold it ransom to their logics, and towards ‘criticality’ 
– a condition in which we both see through the conditions of our lives while continu-
ing to live out their difficulties. In criticality both the knowledge and its conditions play 
equally important roles, and we who live out those conditions while trying to hone a 
critical and imaginative gaze, are complicit at all levels.

What do the politics of criticality, so much less directed and goal-oriented than political 
resolutions, have to offer to the exhausted, the disenchanted with the knowledge trajecto-
ries and protocols we are mired in, with our unsatisfactory attempts to make knowledge 
or practice ‘politically engaged’ as a way of forcing it to confront political conditions and 
realities? ‘Criticality’ as I have been trying to articulate it in recent years is the tail end of 
this set of developments: a shift from criticism with its inherent value judgements – and 
from critique with its epistemological unveiling and uncovering of assumptions and 
knowledge regimes – to a contemporary state which I would call criticality. Criticality 
being at once an ability to see through the structures that we are living in and to analyse 
them in a theoretically informed way, while at the same time being able to recognise that 
for all of one’s critical apparatus, one is nevertheless living out and imbricated in those 
very conditions. Of course, criticality has critique enfolded within it, but it is more. It is 
a conscious duality of both living out something while being able to see through it, and 
it requires another mode of articulation, one that cannot smugly stand outside the prob-
lems and offer a clever and knowing analysis. Instead it requires that the experiential 
dimension of what we are living out be brought into contact with the analytical. And, of 
course, one of the reasons I so value a notion of criticality is because it does not allow for 
either cynicism or sarcasm, which are the ultimate expressions of knowing outsidership. 
Instead the need to navigate the terrain at levels of analysis, feeling and mutuality emerge 
in what Arendt has so beautifully termed “we, fellow sufferers”.

Much of the discussion around creative practices of knowledge is one of institutional 
protocols and although I have to deal with it in my daily reality of endless committees 
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and national funding councils and audits of published research, I do not wish to rehearse 
these on this occasion. Instead of fighting for alternatives I want at this moment to pose 
questions about the circuits of knowledge that went from amateur to professional, from 
general to discipline based, and to currently understanding themselves, at a level I am 
familiar with at least, as being ‘undisciplined’. Obviously the vast body of thought that 
Michel Foucault put into play with his historical analysis of knowledge formations and 
the assumptions that these have been based on, has been key here. But we have also been 
through a decade in which activist initiatives at countering institutional dominance of 
knowledge production and dissemination have also shifted the ground in terms of ex-
panding the range of the possible formats available for learning. In this instance I want 
to pay as much attention to the knowledges themselves, as we do to the demands put on 
them: the structures that house them, the strictures that police them and the rhetorics 
that they are embedded in. In parallel to rethinking formats and protocols there has also 
been a move to the substances of knowledge. There is an argument forming here, I think, 
that we should not be arguing formats with counter formats, structures with counter 
structures, protocols with counter protocols – but rather with emergent knowledge for-
mations that have the ability to undo the ground on which they stand. This is a slightly 
awkward quest at a moment of digital and cyber culture in which the truly innovative 
dimension of the work being done and effecting us all at every level, is in the constitution 
of new platforms of access and new modes of ever wider dissemination and of address 
through increasingly sophisticated methods of marketing in the widest possible sense. 
And so I am aware of how antiquated the desire to deal with the substance of knowledge 
sounds within such an expanding circuitry. But as Paul Mason has recently argued, un-
der the aegis of ‘postcapitalism’ – the rise of automation, the overabundance of informa-
tion that is clashing with market pricing policies on the one hand, is equally buttressed 
by a contradictory rise of new collaborative modes of not-for-profit production divorced 
from markets on the other. These arguments do indicate that the pure forms-driven in-
novation, is increasingly being countered by new modes of production that are grounded 
in substance and content. That substance and content though can no longer be under-
pinned by old ideological drives, nor occupy old hierarchical positions nor operate 
through old authorities

To advocate for creative practices of knowledge is to advocate for its undisciplining as 
well as to recognise that there is no clarity about its address – who is the recipient of this 
knowledge and what interpretative tools they have to make use of it is no longer a clear 
trajectory. It is to argue that it needs to be viewed as an a-signifying practice that produc-
es ruptures and affects within the map of knowledge. This is difficult since the legacy of 
knowledge we have inherited from the Enlightenment has viewed knowledge as teleo-
logical, linear, cumulative, consequent, and verifiable either through experimentation or 
through orders of logic and sequential argumentation.

And, of course, it is slippery to try and talk about the knowledge itself, slippery to avoid 
essentialism or notions of autonomy and equally awkward to avoid the heroics that at-
tach themselves to the declaration of ‘the new’. In this context, Foucault’s “insurrection 
of subjugated knowledges” comes to mind. But not necessarily as he may have meant 
it in terms of repressed knowledges that come from less normative or less hegemonic 
positions of class, sexuality or epistemology. Instead, perhaps a contemporary notion of 
such an ‘insurrection of subjugated knowledges’ has to do with their pursuit of ‘unfitting’ 
bodies of knowledge from their accepted frames, leaving their place within the chain 
of argumentation and drawing to themselves unexpected companions, company whose 
attachment and proximity can provide paradigmatic challenge rather than arguing and 
supplying affirmation.
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A-Signification and Singularisation

This is the process by which knowledge becomes a-signifying knowledge – as Simon 
O’Sullivan has argued, “For Deleuze and Guattari, an a-signifying rupture is a process by 
which the rhizome resists territorialisation, or attempts to signify, or name it by an over-
coding power. It is the process by which the rhizome breaks out of its boundaries (deter-
ritorialises) and then reassembles or re-collects itself elsewhere and elsewhen (reterrito-
rialises), often assuming a new or shifted identity. In the classroom, a-signifying ruptures 
are those processes students employ to avoid being just students, that classrooms use to 
avoid being just classrooms, that content uses to avoid being just subject matters, and 
that teachers use to avoid being just teachers. A-signifying ruptures are those various 
processes by which rhizomes proliferate, wallow, accrete, spread, shatter and reform, dis-
rupt into play, seeming chaos, or anarchy”.1 So the process by which knowledge assumes 
a-significatory forms, is one that destabilises its relation to other fixed knowledges and 
acquires an affective surplus.

Elsewhere recently I have argued that education needs to engage with the notion of ‘Free’. 
Obviously it is not the romance of liberation that I have in mind here in relation to ‘free’. 
The kind of knowledge that interested me in this proposal to the university was one that 
was not framed by disciplinary and thematic orders, a knowledge that would instead 
be presented in relation to an urgent issue, and not an issue as defined by knowledge 
conventions, but by the pressures and struggles of contemporaneity. When knowledge is 
unframed it is less grounded genealogically and can navigate forwards rather than back-
wards. This kind of ‘unframed’ knowledge obviously had a great deal to do with what I 
had acquired during my experiences in the art world, largely a set of permissions with 
regard to knowledge and a recognition of its performative faculties –that knowledge does 
rather than is. But the permissions I encountered in the art world came with their own 
set of limitations, a tendency to reduce the complex operations of speculation to either 
illustration or to a genre that would visually exemplify ‘study’ or ‘research’. Could there 
be, I wondered, another mode in which knowledge might be set free without having to 
perform such generic mannerisms, without becoming an aesthetic trope in the hands of 
curators hungry for the latest ‘turn’?

Knowledge cannot be ‘liberated’ as it is endlessly embedded in long lines of transfor-
mation which link in inexplicable ways to produce new conjunctions. Nor do I have in 
mind the romance of ‘avant-garde’ knowledge with its oppositional modes of ‘innova-
tion’ as departure and breach. Nor am I particularly interested in what has been termed 
‘interdisciplinarity’ with its intimation of movement between disciplines and which de 
facto leaves intact those membranes of division and logics of separation and contain-
ment, through illusions of sharing. Finally, and I say this with some qualification, neither 
is my main issue here to undo the disciplinary and professional categories that have di-
vided and isolated bodies of knowledge from one another with the aim of having a het-
erogeneous field populated by ‘bodies’ of knowledge akin to the marketing strategies that 
ensure choice and multiplicity and dignify the practices of epistemological segregation 
by producing endless new subcategories for inherited bodies of named and contained 
knowledge.

So while we might not be able to liberate knowledge, its exposure to an attitude of disen-
chantment as its driving force discussed earlier might be a productive rupture.

I have recently seen a range of new works by the Belgian choreographer Anna Teresa 
De Keersmaeker. In two recent works in particular I found the force of disenchantment 

1. Simon O’Sullivan: “Academy: The Production of Subjectivity”, in Irit Rogoff, Angelika Nollert et 
al., eds.: Academy (Frankfurt: Revolver, 2006), pp. 238-244.
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producing a conversation around expertise, knowledge and competence, that greatly 
interested me. In 3Abschied, De Keersmaeker circles around her deep affection of the last 
song in Mahler’s Song of the Earth – ‘Abschied’. Her fascination and affection, her rec-
ognition of how the work sutures on to contemporary events both personal and public, 
makes her want to engage with it in some form – makes her want to know it through 
her own choreographic practice. But none of the available protocols are able to produce 
the engagement she is seeking, an engagement that recognises both the piece’s histori-
cal and contemporary resonances. And so her actual longing to engage with a piece of 
canonical classical music becomes one of the subjects of the work she is making – is it 
a legitimate desire? – she recounts to us, while sitting on stage, that she cannot dance it 
and she cannot sing it despite taking lessons in an attempt to, and she can’t engage an 
orchestra to play it on stage as it is too large (some 110 musicians). Finally she tries with 
a chamber orchestra in which each player dies on stage after performing their solo and 
of course this too does not effect the kind of deep immersion she is attempting, being far 
too symbolic in nature. In the end she is dancing around the stage accompanied by only 
a piano and failing visibly at what she had wanted to do – to dance Mahler’s ‘Abschied’. 
This rehearsal of multiple failures focuses on the narrow limitation of the interpretative 
model – to know something by interpreting it in another medium. It also opens up the 
very legitimacy of such a passion as the one she feels for the music, and she is clearly 
somewhat embarrassed by her own overwhelming desire for such a conventional prac-
tice – but… she deeply loves the piece, continues to be moved by it again and again and 
must find a path into it, her love of it as legitimate as her inability to come to terms with 
it, is disruptive of this simple affirmative model. 

These are the workings of disenchantment, the duality of a push / pull at once evacuating 
the value of what one has to hand while at the same time adhering to the drive to engage 
with it. De Keersmaeker inhabits the rupture she has made manifest, she flails around 
trying this and that, she lives out the failures of her attempts but does not give up the 
drive to engage. She has broken down the practice into components and then stripped 
those of their convictions.

In another recent piece, Cesena (I saw the sunrise part of a two-part piece), the stage is 
inhabited by both dancers and singers – everyone seems to have abdicated their exper-
tise – the dancers have been persuaded to sing and the singers to dance – and neither do 
this particularly well. In the few moments in which each part of the equation do what 
they were trained to do, we can see the profound difference – but that seems very insig-
nificant within a work that gives the sense of an investigation of ontology, pure being. 
At one point the combined company stand at the edge of the stage and they all sing at 
us – they are not performing music, they are being in sound and the difference between 
performance and being becomes very apparent. This abdication of expertise in favour of 
some form of inhabitation of stage, body, movement and sound was exceptionally mov-
ing for someone like me who does intellectual work – in particular because it was not 
a withdrawal, an exit, a named failure. It was a statement that the proficiencies that we 
have are not up to the task, that we are not defined by them, that they are interchange-
able, that the drive to engage is far more important than the ability to achieve – but none 
of these mean for one moment that one evacuates the stage. It is an instance of a-signify-
ing knowledge as Guattari longed for, knowledge or proficiency that perform an incoher-
ence, a suspension, the opposite of what is expected of them, but nevertheless mean.

This is the practice of disenchantment that I first understood through the thinkers who 
shaped my own thinking. It is a moment of suspension but not an exit or a withdrawal. 
It perceives of this moment of suspension as the subject but it also keeps one eye cocked 
towards the possibility of some other form of enchantment, not writing it off but not 
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having an idea of what form it might take. For me these were moments of the re-singu-
larisation of dance or choreography through disenchantment and one of the most poi-
gnant instances of just how rich the moment of suspension can be.

While knowledge in the process of a-signification produces a spatial and located detach-
ment from its moorings, knowledge in the process of singularisation is relational but 
not necessarily aligned. As Suely Rolnik argues “processes of singularisation – a way of 
rejecting all these modes of pre-established encoding, all these modes of manipulation 
and remote control rejecting them in order to construct modes of sensibility, modes of 
relation with the other , modes of production, modes of creativity that produce a singu-
lar subjectivity.” 2

So the potential is that practice-based research might singularise knowledge rather than 
be neatly placed within its structures. That materials, associations, narratives, method-
ologies would pursue one another in unconventional modes, invite each other to dance 
as it were – art history and astrophysics for example might develop some conversation, 
not just as bodies of knowledge but as the narrative structures they are recounted in, as 
drives, impulses, personal histories, modes of curiosity, conceits of intelligence, etc. Prac-
tice-based research then is a permission for knowledge that is tangential and contingent, 
driven by disenchantment and whose sociability as it were, its search for companionship, 
is based not on linearity and centrality but on dispersal, on encounter and on consistent 
efforts at re-singularisation.

2. Suely Rolnik: “Molecular Revolution in Brazil”, Semiotexte (2008): 51.
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This interview took place in Bilbao on 25th May, 2017. It 
is divided into different parts, corresponding to different 
recordings made in the course of one session.

1.

Leire Vergara: I’d like us to focus this conversation 
on some of the works, images, objects and songs that 
have been with you or made by you at different times 
in your career, and to take a look at the material condi-
tions behind your work to gain a better understanding 
of the underlying sensibility. Having said this, a series 
of images comes to mind that you made when you were 
really young, maybe even before you decided to become 
an artist. It was a series of black and white photographs 
you took of a group of gypsies camped on an empty plot 
in Irun.

Jose Mari Zabala: The king of the gypsies died and 
was buried in Irun, and so any gypsies who died with-
in a 300-kilometre radius were then brought to Irun, 
and on All Saints’ Day each year it became a place of 
pilgrimage. Gypsies came there from all over Europe 
and spoke four or five languages together. They would 
spend ten or fifteen days decorating the graves and 
paying tribute to their dead, and then would head “off 
hunting”, they said, to Castille, and to deal junk. They 
used to camp in their vans and caravans around an 
abandoned train station near where I lived, on a stretch 
just over a kilometre long between the town and the Bi-
dassoa river on the border with France. I was drawn to 
those people because of their unconventional customs 
and way of dressing, like party clothes, especially the 
women, who I found really attractive. Their exuberance 
was different to the local manners, which were uniform 
and discreet, and in some way they were forerunners of 
the expansion that came with the Pop movement. Back 
then, the gypsies represented what I wanted to be when 
I grew up, and I liked going to see them and taking pho-
tographs whenever I had some spare film.

LV: Where did the need to photograph them come 
from?

JMZ: I realised that when you draw things or photo-
graph them you take possession of them. At school 
during the week, I’d spend my time drawing scenes 
from the films they showed on Sundays. One day, two 
twin brothers who lived next to a cinema brought in 
some film strips where you could see the way move-
ments progressed through the frames, and I started 
bringing those things into my drawings. And the same 
illusion of possession took over when I started using my 
dad’s camera – I would photograph what I wanted to 

have. Around then we had started putting up Pop im-
ages on our walls, and there were sections in the papers 
for the new audience that was emerging in our genera-
tion. We became consumers of images. The guitar, radio 
and camera were part of a continuum for me.

LV: Tell me about the guitar a friend of yours brought 
back from the US. What happened when you got hold 
of it?

JMZ: Yes, it was a white Fender Stratocaster from 1971. 
I had acoustic guitars and would install pick-ups on 
them and connect them to the radio imput. I also had 
an amplifier, and one or two second-hand guitars, but 
what I really adored was Jimi Hendrix’s white Fend-
er. And then some cash became available for Ez Dok 
Amairu, and also Félix Bastida, Mikel Laboa’s brother-
in-law, asked me if there was anything I wanted from 
the US because he was going on a trip there. So I told 
him how he had to get them to take apart the guitar at 
the store, and I gave him the money to buy me a Fender. 
And he did, and that’s how I became the owner of the 
first Fender Stratocaster in Gipuzkoa.

LV: I’ve heard it said that you’re the one who electrified 
Mikel Laboa. Do you think that’s true?

JMZ: We met at a gig at the La Salle school in Irun, 
where he was singing his songs and my part was at the 
end, using amplification and distortion. It got really 
crazy; the kids were jumping over the seats and com-
ing up onto the stage, until eventually one of the priests 
went and turned off the lights and it all went dark. Mikel 
asked me for my phone number afterwards so we could 
meet up, and then we met at his home and were play-
ing variations on “Haika mutil” and “Pasaiako herritik”. 
That was a peculiar moment; there was a lot of igno-
rance about our origins, what had gone into making us, 
and our budding contact with all of our cultural her-
itage coincided with other, more contemporary, vital, 
personal needs. The way we elaborated it was highly in-
tellectual, and our aesthetics were refined but also pop.

LV: Tell me about the radio in your parents’ house.

JMZ: It was a radio with a short-wave tuner and the 
phono jack could be used as an amplifier for a record 
player, or for a guitar, as I used it. It was a simple elec-
tronic device, but you could use it to connect up things 
and generate distortions that made some really sophis-
ticated sounds, a bit like a synthesizer. Later, in concerts 
with Mikel and then with Ez Dok Amairu, I started put-
ting together musical interventions which combined 
the guitar with the radio, looking for random noises 

Interview with Jose Mari Zabala
Leire Vergara
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That was what my generation had begun to live and ex-
perience. Counterculture was the ideal tactical stance 
intellectually and spiritually. The film was eventually 
shown at the Venice Biennale in 1976. Before that it was 
screened in Saint-Jean-de-Luz and seen by Jorge and 
some others, but I was accused by some of making an 
anti-revolutionary film, and Jorge spoke up and caused 
a scene. He considered Axut to have begun a new form 
of Basque cinema. He made hundreds of literary, criti-
cal and aesthetic readings of it. What I wanted was to 
propose a really lively, consequential reference, a start-
ing point for other things. Film was also a social occur-
rence, and that was relevant too.

3.

LV: The Videographos (Videographs) series from 1986 
exercised a type of cinematographic writing through 
video. What exactly are the ‘videographos’?

JMZ: They’re portraits, truly animalesque in that they’re 
pure observations of human wildlife in all its diversity. 
The only limits I played with in them were seeing how 
long interest could be held, and what variations could 
appear during that time. You can also watch the reac-
tions of the people in the portraits, depending on how 
aware or indifferent they were to the meaning of the 
situation. Also, unexpectedly as time has gone by, the 
pieces’ testimonial dimension has also been revealed 
and this adds an intriguing interest to them.

and harmonies, so that the guitar might be used as an 
antenna to pick things up with, while the radio might 
be playing music or speeches. When I could choose, I 
would open my act with what was known as the Par-
te Nacional, the official news bulletin at ten o’clock at 
night, which always broadcast something about subver-
sive units being arrested, or the Caudillo’s miraculous 
fishing feats. It really was amazing.

2.

LV: Let’s go now to a place: Oteiza and Basterretxea’s 
house/workshop.

JMZ: The first time I saw it was during those years when 
I’d go exploring by the river. We would peer over the 
wall into the back yard of the house, where you could 
see the beginnings of sculptures half-hidden among the 
weeds and brambles. It made me feel something very 
distinct to anything else. I was drawn to what was going 
on there. Finally, someone introduced me to Jorge, who 
treated me like an artist right from the start.

LV: Was that the lead-up to Axut? Film seems to have 
been the medium to experiment artistically at the time.

JMZ: I was very much in the public attention at the 
time with the ‘noise’ thing, being loved and hated. The 
fact that Jorge took me so seriously was what brought 
about my commitment to a film like Axut in 1973 and 
1974. I wanted to make an allegory in film that would 
exhaust all other genres. My model was dreams, psy-
chedelic trips, the pure experience of psychic plasticity. 

Actors from Axut at the end of a film shooting in the Aia Peaks, near Irun, 1974 / Photo: Jose Mari Zabala
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LV: Why have you filmed in video since then? What 
does video offer you that film no longer did?

JMZ: For financial reasons, it was a way to partly re-
solve the issue of the filmmaker’s independence. But 
there are still a series of highly cinematographic features 
in my videos. Although I recorded at 25 fps instead of 
24, the videos I make are sequences of frames with no 
interlacing between the images. The viewer may not be 
conscious of the black space between one frame and the 
next, but I have an explicit interest in those absences 
because of their psychic impact in our system of per-
ception. As Paul Virilio observed, our conscious vigil 
exists between picnoleptic micro-trances – a necessary 
thing, because if continuity is to be bearable, our system 
of perception needs to refresh itself.

LV: Axut also played with absences, for instance 
through the use of ellipsis. I find it interesting when 
video appropriates film – which can be made visible 
through editing. The way you edited works like Huel-
ga de bares (Bar Strike) or Paseo de regatas (Passage of 
Regattas), both from 1986, also tried to make the most 
of the black spaces through a sequence of cuts made by 
the camera. This has become a hallmark of your work.

JMZ: Yes. Consciously or not, I work with a recognis-
able cosmology of stylistic elements, which is what has 
built up my way of confronting image and sound as a 
whole.

LV: Nevertheless, there seem to be two opposing re-
sources; one of them makes the cuts in montage visible 
(this seems to have been inherited from avant-garde 
or experimental film), whereas the other tries to cap-
ture what you observe without any cuts, prolonging the 
length of your film shots, to the extent that the resource 
itself ends up being a provocation. You use this latter 
resource in Videographos, but also in more recent works 
such as Hondartza (Beach) (2014-2016).

JMZ: Mallarmé trusted that the reader’s intelligence 
would be the organising force in staging the elements. 

It’s not about provocation or challenging, but about 
carrying your available possibilities to their limits. In 
expression, the reactionary is defined as what stands 
below the level of the technical, expressive, ideological 
and ethical possibilities of its time. In the absence of the 
reader’s intelligence, ignorance of the past and the ab-
sence of critical memory form the basis for the viewer’s 
reaction: the need for a kind of amnesia to make the 
nightmare of un-education bearable.

LV: Axut might have been controversial for that reason; 
for its form, not its content.

JMZ: Yes, I suppose that might have irritated quite a 
few people, but that’s not my problem; what I do doesn’t 
usurp any of the other options. Foucault proposes an 
idea of curiosity as the possibility of “thinking about 
oneself otherwise”. Curiosity would then be the chance 
to conceive ourselves differently, and I think that might 
lead to something interesting.

LV: Apart from form, theme also became significant in 
your works from the eighties. When we were working 
together last year for your exhibition at CarrerasMugi-
ca gallery in Bilbao, I was struck by the years 1986-87, 
when you made some extraordinary works, all in that 
brief period of time. Marivi, your wife, became preg-
nant, so that was an intense time for both of you. So-
cially, it was a time of radical polarisation between ETA’s 
activities and the all-pervasive police presence in our 
daily lives. At the same time, new tribes were coming 
into being in the city, and with them came heroin and 
other drugs. It was a vibrant time, of constant transfor-
mation. I find it amazing how those works capture the 
constant intromission between the public and private 
spheres.

JMZ: That was just goddamn everyday life. As often 
happens in prolonged catastrophic situations, dread-
fulness was so ordinary that it was hard to have any 
perspective but keep your mind fastened to the present, 
to the real, without giving in to the temptation of eva-
sion, not even to evade pleasure, which is usually the 
first form of hypocritical denial in the craziness of that 
order of things.

LV: It’s interesting how these videos reach us today; they 
aren’t documentaries, obviously that wasn’t your origi-
nal intention. The images appear today as objects from a 
specific contemporaneity; they tell of their commitment 
to that temporality, they arrive in their condition as a 
present in relation to a past time.

JMZ: I found the way to make this more conscious lat-
er, in Hondartza in 2016. I imagine the possibility of 
bottling a time that I objectify, I materialize and can 
transpose at will. It is the shadow, a very bright one 
actually, of an everyday experience that can be carried 
over into other times.

View of the exhibition Jose Mari Zabala: Écfrasis. Bideolanak 1986-2016 at CarrerasMugica, 
Bilbao 2016 / Photo: Daniel Mera
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JMZ: The title is descriptive enough. I was struck by the 
increasing amount of Cubans around here. For instance, 
six or seven Cuban women had arrived in the village of 
a thousand inhabitants where we live, and it was amaz-
ing how easily they integrated, especially when you take 
into account the huge differences at stake. So, because 
this was really interesting to me and then there were 
circumstances that made it easy for me to get to Cuba, 
I thought it might be worth my while to go and take a 
look. Then, when I got there, there were police every-
where and you couldn’t put your foot out of the door 
without someone wanting to sell you something, and 
so I very nearly turned around and came straight back. 
But finally, I came across some people by chance who 
showed me aspects of ordinary lives that were much 
more interesting than what the official image would 
lead you to believe. As the title indicates, Cuba Cora-
zón follows the structure of a private chronicle, showing 
aspects that I thought would be interesting to people 
in my immediate circle of friends and loved ones. You 
could say that each sequence is aimed at a certain per-
son, to whom I give the most valuable things I find.

LV: We are really not adept as spectators in assimilating 
the image of the present.

JMZ: We are almost unable to see our own time. It is 
loss that shows us the unrepeatable value of what we 
have lived. According to someone as sensible as Mon-
taigne, the only possible action is in the present, be-
cause the future is even more impossible to control than 
the past. And yet you could say that in our projects for 
the present, we would prefer to lose ourselves in bright-
ly coloured dreams of future golden retreats.

LV: We began this conversation talking about photogra-
phy as a tool that helps us to apprehend. In recent years, 
you’ve gone from capturing people and events to cap-
turing natural phenomena. Time is slowed down even 
further.

JMZ: Not necessarily; right now I’m working with a 
model I used to work with twenty-five years ago. But 
you could say that now I’m able to apply my attention 
more selectively. So I was walking along the seafront 
taking marine views and I started noticing that I kept 
coming across crosses, small mounds, bunches of flow-
ers and notes by the edge of the path. This was happen-
ing to me in the Corniche, in Jaizkibel, in isolated plac-
es which were nevertheless really interesting because of 
their grand scenery; and then I realised that the paths 
were also sites for committing suicide. It isn’t so rare to 
find disquieting polarities underneath peaceful appear-
ances.

4.

LV: The installation Mendibil-go Magnolia (Mendibil 
Magnolia) from 2015-16, first presented in your exhi-
bition at CarrerasMugica, introduces a highly personal 
procedure in your use of image and sound, which also 
reflects previous video and sound works.

JMZ: The image focuses on aspects of the magnolia tree 
in Mendibil park in Irun. I was trying to capture a total-
ity, to sum it up in a yearly cycle of this tree. The sound 
creates its own landscape; the presence of it completes 
the missing part of the totality that the framing of the 
tree and its details cannot comprehend, and also setting 
it within a concrete present. I always used the same du-
rations in frames when showing the tree, and for the 
framing of the details I left enough time to guarantee 
that they would form an image on the retina; I used a 
scale that could convincingly portray the totality of that 
tree in that place.

5.

LV: In 2000, you went back film with Cuba Corazón 
(Cuba Heart): What kind of a return was that?

From the documentary Cuba Corazón: figures of Eleguá and the Warriors guarding the 
threshold of a home, 2000 / Photo: Jose Mari Zabala

View of the exhibition Jose Mari Zabala: Écfrasis. Bideolanak 1986-2016 at CarrerasMugica, 
Bilbao 2016 / Photo: Daniel Mera
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First sentence: Workers of the world, unite! You 
have nothing to lose but your chains!

Second sentence: Artists of the world, drop out! 
You have nothing to lose but your professions!

The first part of the first sentence is the Marx 
and Engels’ slogan from the 1848 Communist 
Manifesto. “Proletarier aller Länder, vereinigt 
Euch!” soon became a popular rallying cry, and 
was soon added to by “You have nothing to lose 
but your chains.”

The second sentence is the closing statement of 
Allan Kaprow’s “The Education of the Un-Artist”1 

(1971), one of the best, most influential texts 
ever written on the practice of art and educa-
tion.

The parallels are interesting: the dispossessed 
of the Earth had – and have – nothing to lose 
(after being abused by capitalism until they 
can take no more) except their chains. Why not 
unite, then, if there is nothing to lose and ev-
erything to gain? Artists, on the contrary, seem 
to have a lot to lose if they abandon art… But 
what can be lost by an artist who drops out of 
art? Their profession? And what is the artist’s 
profession?

The Communist Manifesto slogan was a substi-
tute for another, older, more antiquated one in 
the proletarian struggle: “All men are brothers”, 
the motto of the League of the Just (Bund der 
Gerechten), a clandestine revolutionary organ-
isation founded in Paris in 1936 by German ex-
iles. But Marx and Engels, in their relative youth, 
found it necessary to let go of the idea of 
brotherhood with its Christian overtones, sub-
stituting it for the notion of class and bestowing 
this concept with an international meaning. 
The union of the working class must extend be-
yond borders and governments. Workers of the 
world, unite. You have nothing to lose but your 
chains, which nobody, of course, would want to 
hold onto.

But if an artist drops out of art, what does she 
or he drop out of? What is left behind when you 
leave art? And what kind of concept might sub-
stitute for it? (as the idea of class substituted 
for brotherhood)?

1. Allan Kaprow, Essays on the Blurring of Art and 
Life, ed. by Jeff Kelley, University of California 
Press, 1993, pp. 97-109 (Part I), 110-126 (Part II).

Kaprow’s text begins with a claim to the beauty 
of the modern world and the powerful images 
it brings into being, which have absolutely no 
will to be categorised as art. He evokes rockets, 
spaceships, radios, video tapes, gas stations, 
supermarkets, industrial dumps, vapour trails in 
the sky, the theatre of war, spectacular political 
trials; and celebrates the beauty of such situ-
ations, lamenting the fact that all of their in-
tensity would seem to be completely out of the 
reach of what has traditionally been called the 
visual arts or fine art.

When the text was written, in 1971, Kaprow’s 
frustration was shared by a great many artists. 
In an attempt to get to the root of their malaise, 
Kaprow provides a series of passwords, which it 
may be helpful to describe here:

Nonart (password 1): Anything that has not yet 
been accepted as art but has caught the artist’s 
attention with that possibility in mind. The con-
cept of nonart allows the artist to embrace, in-
clude and work with a very wide range of things 
and situations, such as the aforementioned 
rockets, spaceships, radios, video tapes, gas 
stations, supermarkets, industrial dumps, the 
theatre of war, spectacular political trials, etc.; 
the whole world, all forms of culture, the Earth. 
The problem is that the category of nonart is a 
fleeting one. All nonart turns quickly into art at 
the very moment artists inform art institutions 
of their experiments and discoveries. This is 
something all artists do, always, out of inertia, 
or class consciousness, or just because they 
need the money. Nonart will thus always end up 
becoming art.

Antiart (password 2): Nonart that aggressive-
ly and wittily intrudes into the art world to jar 
conventional values and provoke aesthetic and/
or ethical responses. Becoming art is not an 
inescapable fate for antiart; it is a choice and an 
aim, an explicit, defiant aim from the moment 
it is conceived. Its ambition is to shake up the 
musty fundaments of art; Antiart is a provoca-
tion, a purge, that art goes through to re-trans-
form itself into art.

Nonart and antiart are art, and in the process 
of becoming it, incur a loss of authenticity and 
intensity, an inevitable loss that takes place be-
fore our eyes. With this loss of vigour comes an-
other problem: while the whole world is admir-
ing rockets, spaceships, radios, video tapes, gas 

Showing Others How
Dora García
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stations, supermarkets, industrial dumps, the 
theatre of war, spectacular political trials, etc., 
only a few people, the endogamic, nepotistic 
circuit (adjectives implied by Kaprow) admire 
art. In this process of being admired by a select 
few, art becomes art art (password 3). Art art is 
not only boring, but even worse, it prevents art 
from having any political effect. Art art is inof-
fensive, because it exists in the ground between 
general public indifference and the catatonic 
immobility of the art world public. This is why 
art, says Kaprow, is dying. It becomes a bour-
geois luxury. Not only that, but it pales in com-
parison to the intensity of the world.

But who cares about any of this, anyway? Only 
the artists. What do they have to lose by drop-
ping out of all of this moribund art? Their pro-
fessions. The solution, Kaprow says, is to give 
up all of this supposed tragedy and begin to 
understand it as comedy, to laugh at it, and to 
move onto something else. To say no to nonart, 
antiart, art art and art; all of which are art when 
it comes down to it. The only way to break the 
vicious circle is to un-art art. To take the art out 
of art. Never to pronounce the word art again. 
And this is un-art (password 4).

The un-artist is a new figure who emerges from 
the cheery awareness that art is dead. To be-
come an un-artist is to no longer be an artist 
(to drop out of the profession), to abandon all 
reference to art or any aesthetic function, to 
escape from the framework of art and its cir-
cuit, to act in the world, within the world, with 
the world. It is a new profession, that “implies 
fun, never gravity or tragedy” as Kaprow puts it. 
Un-art is playful, play. The artist of old is now an 
un-artist, a player.

There are many advantages to this new, playful 
profession. In the first place, players need not 
produce anything to justify their role in society. 
They may produce things if they want to, but are 
not obliged to do so. The player has been lib-
erated from matter and discipline. And anyone 
can become a player; the profession is open 
to all, as play can occur anywhere, at any time. 
Players are also liberated from specialisation, 
then. Finally, all of these advantages mean that 
the player can have a real impact on the world; 
he or she can be dangerous, or effective, and 
can affect people’s lives.

“When art is only one of several possible func-
tions a situation may have, it loses its privileged 
status and becomes, so to speak, a lowercase 
attribute.” Which means to say, art is not dead 
– it has been saved by the player – but it has 
metamorphosed. It has become just one of 

many different ways to interpret a situation. A 
situation which may or may not include an ob-
ject. The player need no longer force the status 
of art onto a situation or an object to make it 
function as intended. As Abbie Hoffman said, 
things should happen “for the hell of it”, and be 
accessible to so many people that nobody can 
call them art; and we will then have crossed the 
threshold into the “post-artistic era.” Kaprow’s 
text, remember, was written in 1971.

Artists of the world, drop out of art! You have 
nothing to lose but your professions!

In 1972, Kaprow followed up his text with “The 
Education of the Un-Artist, Part II.”

Surprisingly, or maybe not, Part II focuses on 
education. It opens with the question, “What 
can the un-artist do when art is left behind?” 
The answer: “Imitate life as before. Jump right 
in. Show others how.”

Art imitates life. Non-art imitates life. Anti-art 
imitates life. But life also imitates life, and so, 
therefore, does un-art. Everything imitates life; 
the same structures are repeated everywhere, 
over and over again. “But the feedback loop 
is never exact. As I have said, something new 
comes out in the process [of imitating and re-
peating structures].” To innovate, imitate. Imita-
tion will engender originality.

Imitation is play, and play needs to be fun. It is 
playfulness, the frolicsome nature of play, that 
allows the new to emerge in the process of im-
itation. Education should be understood in the 
same way: as something new that emerges in 
play, seen as a process of imitation.

In traditional or conventional education, “play” 
is a little-used word. The “serious”, the “pro-
fessional”, is what predominates (“professional” 
as the opposite of “amateur”, the lover, the 
one who loves, who has fun doing what she 
or he does.). The words professional, rigorous 
(“the professionalisation of art”) are repeated 
in educational discourse. This is not education, 
but training: competition, money, results. All 
of which is incompatible with play. Now, even 
leisure activities such as sport, sex or holidays 
have become competitive, requiring results and 
ranking. They have become work.

But play abhors competitiveness and results; it 
wants to be done “for the hell of it.” The con-
cept of work is incompatible with play, whether 
in childplay or sacred play like rituals. For the 
un-artist, the need to eradicate the word “art” 
from her or his field of action is as pressing as 
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the need to eradicate the word “work” and the 
moralising and anxiety associated with it.

Artists often feel anxious about the apparent 
uselessness of their profession. Now, as un-art-
ists, they can happily celebrate the lack of util-
ity. The practice of art should be done “for the 
hell of it,” as Abbie Hoffman pointed out. It is 
useless; a game.

The un-artist, a new profession, very similar 
to the ancient and noble profession of the ed-
ucator. “In their new job as educators,” says 
Kaprow, “[un-artists] need simply play as they 
once did under the banner of art, but among 
those who do not care about that. (…) Replacing 
artist with player, as if adopting an alias, is a way 
of altering a fixed identity. And a changed iden-
tity is a principle of mobility, of going from one 
place to another. Art work, a sort of moral para-
digm for an exhausted work ethic, is converting 
into play. As a four-letter word (…), play does 

what all dirty words do: it strips bare the myth of 
culture by its artists, even.”

“Strips bare” as the concluding phrase of Part II 
of “The Education of the Un-Artist” paraphras-
es Marcel Duchamp’s “La mariée mise à nu par 
ses célibataires, même” (Marcel Duchamp, The 
Large Glass, 1915-1923).

The player plays a game of metamorphosis 
which is not easily categorised, where everyone 
is welcome. Imitation is the basis of this game, 
which is able to intervene in the world without 
the temptation of being useful. A game in which 
art is just one of may possible functions of a 
situation (which may or may not include the 
presence of objects). A function among many 
others, the function of art – which needs not be 
explicitly mentioned in order to be effective, to 
intervene in the world, to be dangerous.

 

Views of 18 Happenings in 6 Parts (1959/2014). Version by Dora García & Students HEAD Genève for “Allan Kaprow. Altres Maneres”, 
Fundació Antoni Tàpies, Barcelona.
Photo: © Lluís Bover CC BY-NC-SA license.
Work: ©Allan Kaprow Estate, Courtesy of Hauser & Wirth.
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June Crespo and Iñaki Imaz in 
Conversation
June Crespo (Pamplona, 1982) is an artist working in Bilbao and Amsterdam. Recent 
exhibitions: De Ateliers Offspring 2017, Amsterdam, 2017; Chance Album n.o 1, Galería 
etHALL, Barcelona, 2016; Kanala, MARCO, Vigo, 2016.

Iñaki Imaz (San Sebastian, 1965) is a painter and professor at the University of the 
Basque Country. Recent exhibitions: Yolanda, Galería Alegría, Madrid, 2017; Doble 
vínculo, Galería CarrerasMugica, Bilbao, 2016; Arenzana Imaz Intxausti Montón Peral, 
Tabakalera, San Sebastian, 2016.

Published here is an edited version of an email conversation from 7 May to 5 June 2017 
between June Crespo and Iñaki Imaz. The dialogue began as an interview led by Iñaki 
Imaz, and then shifted into conversation form after a decision made via a simultaneous 
Whatsapp conversation. The themes dealt with in the exchange emerged naturally, with 
many others left pending as, for reasons of space, the conversation had to be brought to an 
end. 

1. Iñaki begins

I.I.: We’ve been seeing you in the art media for around the past three years. I imagine 
you weren’t used to this. You and your work have been talked about, and you’ve often 
been asked to describe how you work, your themes and references. How do you feel 
about this? Does it affect the way you work in any way?

J.C.: I feel quite comfortable talking about my working process and enjoy sharing it, 
but I feel a bit reluctant and insecure when talking about other things.

Some conversations have been productive as they generated that space to think out 
loud where you can discover things, order them, and consciously lay out your expe-
rience as you give words to it, give your word. This helps me to analyse or stand back, 
and the conversations become a viewpoint which I incorporate

But this is happens more intensely in conversations with other artists, particularly 
when you’re sharing your workspace, but also at a bar, or long-distance.

At a residency with two friends, we used the interview format to share what we were 
doing. To outline it like that, even to record it, turned it into something productive 
rather than a mere repetition of something already known.

Sometimes we took on different roles and interviewed someone else, who talked 
about your work as if they were you. 

I.I.: Can you talk a bit more about the distancing you mention, or how you make your 
experience more conscious?

J.C.: Talking can help me to look back at what I’ve done – to see how things have 
happened, what steps I’ve taken, what led me where; to understand where I’ve been 
working from, and what it is of myself I’m putting into whatever I do. But I also run 
the risk of building up a narrative to give a form to something, or make it accessible, 
when I actually have no idea why I’m doing it, and don’t really care.

Distance also arises when I exhibit something and it’s there, separate from me. Some-
times I do an exercise where I look at my work as if I were someone else. Sometimes 
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I don’t feel and don’t care, or I find it hard to identify with what I do, or don’t want to 
be responsible for it. Everything to do with affect, satisfaction or dissatisfaction with 
where I’ve come to, with what I wanted, is then emptied out or assuaged. Some things 
I can’t bear, but others make me want to carry on.

I.I.: Could you specify a work that you decided was finished, but that you now find hard 
to accept, and talk about what it is in particular that happens between you and the piece? 

J.C.: There are a lot of works I consider to have failed, but have no choice but to 
accept. There are many reasons for this, but most of the time it has to do with the 
conditions or context I was working for. Either I didn’t know how to say no and too 
many things came together, or the deadline was too tight and I didn’t manage to give 
the work a body or a meaning; or the proposals were too ambitious or whimsical… 
or I gave in to what the curator wanted without managing to channel it towards my 
own interests. I’ve often seen myself in situations like this.

If I had to choose a particular work, it would be a sort of clumsy display I did for an 
exhibition at P! in New York. It was all a bit rushed, and apart from the difficulty of 
working from a distance, I had to juggle everything around a lot in order for it to 
make some kind of sense to me, but I’m not sure I managed that in the end. I was 
asked to make a stand for a work by Philippe Van Snick from the ‘seventies, but it 
also had to be my own work, and then also had to include a publication by the cura-
tors – all of which was a pretty strange mix. It’s hard for me anyway to design some-
thing beforehand, and when I got to the space I made quite a lot of changes in what 
I’d originally planned. After I changed the structure I realised I’d left myself in a tight 
spot, because the surface I’d meant to use for displaying my own prints or collages 
had become very different, and so I had to remake them or adapt them as we set up 
the exhibition.

I’d like to ask you the same thing – Iñaki, could you specify a work that you decided 
was finished, but that you now find hard to accept, and talk about what it is in partic-
ular that happens between you and the piece? 

I.I.: I have quite a few of those, but the first one that comes to mind is the exhibition that 
I did at El Gabinete Abstracto at Sala Rekalde in 2007. I had this idea that I think I didn’t 
know how to deal with as part of my material, and I really muddled it. I wanted to make 
a gesture, a kind of self-penitence. As well as showing a lot of paintings and drawings, I 
wanted to include my new car, my sofa, and the kitchen table I have at home. I wanted 
the painting to be kind of estranged by that, for it to be seen better. I also included videos 
of my old car and the new one, and a photo from a family archive, and I wanted it all to 
be thematically related. I can still recognise the need I had to do this, and I identify with 
some of what came out of it, but I piled it all together very ungracefully. I think, like you 
say, that it was a problem of giving in to others’ expectations, which were in actual fact 
mostly a product of my own imagination. I often remember what a friend of mine says: 
the healthiest and most effective thing is to not live up to any expectations at all.

J.C.: Apart from possible outside expectations, which are more like a phantom or 
figures of our own, there are also our own: projection, impatience… I was recently 
talking to a friend about different stages or approximations in the process of putting 
together an exhibition. About how different it is to approach work by projecting a 
final idea or image, from when you approach it through action or immersion, when 
you work almost blindly and the answers arise from inside the work. I think these 
two processes happen simultaneously with me, and I fluctuate between them. There 
are moments when projecting can paralyse you, especially at the beginning, when the 
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only way to really find your way forward is to take steps. It’s like wanting to find the 
answers by working, or wanting to find them beforehand.

When the work is well advanced, I move between working blindly, very close to what 
I’m doing, and working with a view of the whole, more distance, a more general vi-
sion.

I.I.: When you’re working without knowing where you’re going, is there any kind of cer-
tainty that helps you forward? Any kind of occurrence or sign that tells you you’re on the 
right way? Or, to put it differently, is there anything you never do, or try to avoid at all 
costs?

J.C.: I have a sense of where to go, and also the past experience of making other 
pieces, and especially of beginning with an impulse or desire to do something or put 
something together. Certainty comes intermittently; there are digressions, accidents, 
things that don’t work technically, things I do with a certain purpose but that end up 
leading me elsewhere. I’m fairly flexible when it comes to adapting and working with 
what I have, more than with what I imagined I had. I often work by putting together 
remnants of failures. The important thing for me is to keep going, though of course I 
also do get stuck.

The joy of seeing something, and the enjoyment of making it, are clear signs for me; 
and also, to perceive something in what starts coming out that speaks to me or looks 
at me, even if I can’t quite name it. I try not to put to much trust in my emotions 
about what I’m doing, because they fluctuate too much. But they do strongly affect 
the rhythm of my process. 

I’m not aware of anything that I never do or try to avoid… What about you? Is there 
anything you never do or try to avoid at all costs?

I.I.: Yes, there is. There are really silly things, like these heroic kinds of brushstrokes that 
I find unbearable when I come out with them; or certain ways of defining colour planes 
that I find careless, and plenty of other things I can’t stand. But, especially, if I see any 
chance that something I’ve done might be univocally interpreted, I get rid of it. I think I 
can’t bear understanding what I’ve done. I avoid all signs I can clearly identify from my 
position. I think this has to do with the joy and enjoyment of making you spoke of, and 
also with the desire to transform matter into a sort of eye or mouth that addresses you. 
Would these also be clear signs for you that a work is worth showing?

J.C.: Ideally, a piece should have its autonomy, be something in itself; and yes, it 
should also speak to me or address me at different levels. It should intrigue me, excite 
me, catch my fancy. But most of all it should physically say, “I’m here.”

El mismo calor anima piedras que corazones. View of open studio exhibition, 
De Ateliers, Amsterdam 2017 / Photo: Inga Danysz
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There are some pieces which I feel have made themselves, though most of mine don’t 
have this quality. Those pieces have their own character, a more animal-like presence. 
It’s as though I made them more from my guts, from a place I don’t identify as “my-
self ”, and so I perceive them more directly through my body.

I.I.: Speaking of the body: in one recent photo I saw you wearing those blue overalls 
mechanics use. Do you get dirty in your studio?

J.C.: Yes, I tend to. Until recently I was using old clothes to work, or my normal 
clothes, which would get dirty and then I’d turn them into work clothes. But I bought 
the overalls because they help me differentiate. When I put them on my mindset 
changes and I focus more on action, waste less time on my computer, things like that. 

Many of my clothes also end up as part of my sculptures when I’ve torn or stained 
them and can’t use them anymore.

I.I.: I was asking you that because you use the floor a lot, so I imagine you sitting, lying 
down or crawling around your sculptures in the studio. You’re not the only one I think 
of like that – there are more artists around here who also organise things like that, in a 
predominantly horizontal mode.

J.C.: I don’t put things together so much on the ground, but I do spend a lot of time 
moving them around, ordering, piling things up… from a low-down viewpoint, at 
the height of the objects. I also tend to organise things on the ground, and recently 
I’ve been emphasizing the horizontal, or planes that are almost a second floor. A lot 
of artists in our context are presenting their work like this, but also elsewhere – I met 
other people in Holland who were also doing this. I also remember talking to Elena 
Aitzkoa and Sandra Cuesta about working on the ground, really close to your materi-
al, and how this affects the way you make sculpture or record.

Deleuze says that the horizon is fundamentally optical, whereas the floor is funda-
mentally tactile. For me, this relates to something Rosalind Krauss says about a more 
animalistic perspective: the connection with the ground brings sight and touch to-
gether. 

I.I.: This is the second time you’ve talked about the “animal”. Is this something different, 
which stands apart from what is thematic or discursive?

El mismo calor anima piedras que corazones. View of open studio exhibition, 
De Ateliers, Amsterdam 2017 / Photo: Inga Danysz
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J.C.: Yes, it might be. I think it has to do with deciding from a different place, with 
working in closer connection with the material or physical. Working more with the 
presence of things.

2. June begins

J.C.: I remember you were studying the Tarot some years ago. I wondered if you use 
it in your work in any way? What is it that interests you about it?

I.I.: At the time, I was using it, firstly, as a repertoire of images because I really liked it. 
I would copy fragments of it, pieces of bodies or whatever intrigued me, and would re-
organise it all in drawings that reminded me of organic forms. And then I also learnt to 
interpret it more or less as you are supposed to. What I liked about it was that I could ac-
tivate my imagination and my unconscious. I don’t actually believe it can reveal what we 
suppose to be a hidden reality, or read the future or anything of the sort; but I do think it 
works really well as a prompt, a way of generating enigmatic images. I haven’t used it for 
a long time, though.

J.C.: What do you think is your silliest starting point for a work, but one which took 
you somewhere you consider important?

I.I.: Well, really, I always or nearly always start off with something silly. What really stim-
ulates me is exactly that – dealing with themes I think are important, but also playing 
with funny or simple things. I take that really seriously, though I’m not looking to tell 
jokes, because a joke is an identifiable structure and so it takes on a univocal meaning, 
which is what I avoid once I detect them. I find it important that anything I paint should 
make me smile, whatever it’s about, and to do that there must be something of the in-
comprehensible in it.

J.C.: I find what you’re saying about univocal meanings very important. But it’s quite 
hard to control, isn’t it? I think it depends a lot on who’s doing the looking. The most 
interesting thing for me is a certain limit or ambiguity, where the object can be, or 
refer to, different areas of experience or different times; or that it should have some 
kind of “fissure” which allows a different kind of perception or association to enter, 
so that the object is recognisable but becomes estranged. However, I often encounter 
very superficial approximations (to my work) that don’t go beyond the first impres-
sion, or try to read the different elements I bring together as if they were holding a 
message.

I.I.: Yes, that’s exactly what I was saying about the Tarot. If you take it as a signifier of 
hidden meanings that must be decoded, then you’re getting into what I think is a really 
dangerous kind of delirium. Although often, it’s because of that misunderstanding that 
you can show your work in contexts that you might find interesting, but which you end 
up in for the wrong reasons. I don’t know if I’m making myself understood.

J.C.: Yes, you are. I’ve been invited to take part in things that approach my work 
through an interpretation, and I had reasons of my own which led me to participate, 
and then there has sometimes been friction or disagreement, but it’s generally been 
positive. Has this happened to you at all? And how do you deal with it?

I.I.: I don’t actually have much experience with that. I haven’t exhibited much, and have 
generally not felt like any injustice was being done to my work with too much interpre-
tation. Once or twice I’ve had some doubts, and then what I’ve tried to do is to adjust 
to what was asked of me, but also to subtly sabotage it by going to the other extreme of 
absurdity. It’s something I tend to do – to search for the fissure you spoke of through 
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nonsense or humour. I’m a bit tired of that though; I think I’m going to look for a new 
technique now. Are you searching for anything different?

J.C.: I’ve been insisting for a while now on working on something that can last, on 
creating continuity. In my most recent exhibitions, I’ve been adding, putting together, 
remaking pieces from the last two years. Like a group that grows together, slowly, and 
which I show in different ways. I like seeing how similar interests take on different 
forms, for instance, how a leg can become a piece of piping. What I want is to respect 
that movement, until perhaps it might come to a stop.

 

View of the studio, 2017 
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Social Dissonance: 
Durational Concert
Mattin 
DESCRIPTION

Four people interpreted a score based on instructions 
over the 163 days of documenta14, first in Athens and 
then in Kassel. The performance was streamed on Peri-
scope, and documented on YouTube and archive.org. It 
was replayed on a screen at Tabakalera every day, and 
the score was interpreted on 2 September with Elisa 
Arteta, Jon Mantxi, Héctor Rey and María Seco as part 
of the DANTZ Festival 2017, connecting with its per-
formance in Kassel.

The score works with generic qualities or acts in which 
the idea of instrumentalisation counterposes the idea 
of the instrument.

The interpreters use the public as instruments, sim-
ilarly to the way musicians play their instruments in 
improvisation, unconventionally or against the flow. 
The concert thus attempts to expose the normative, 
instrumental qualities in our behaviour in exhibition 
spaces, but also in our daily lives (the porousness of 
the score and the form of interaction actually work to 
continuously erode the autonomy of the score and the 
situation itself).

In creating the score, certain strategies from experi-
mental music were reappropriated, though shifting the 
emphasis from sound to the social. An example would 
be the “prepared piano”, where objects are placed in 
the piano to create different kinds of resonance and 
percussive qualities. In Social dissonance, the interpret-
ers “prepare” the public with concepts, questions and 
movements rather than objects. 

The interpreters use some of these techniques or devic-
es to get the situation moving. The roles of interpreters 
and public are not fixed, they are interchangeable and 
create a different kind of action based on improvisa-
tion, where roles are not completely defined. 

The separation between Athens and Kassel, as part of 
the performance, constitutes a type of alienation, and 
is therefore a crucial element in the project. When the 
exhibition was running in both cities, two of the inter-
preters were in Kassel, and continued to play the score 
from there, interacting via streaming from Kassel to 
Athens and Athens to Kassel. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

“Communism would be the collective management of 
alienation.” —Samo Tomšič

The score for Social Dissonance came out of my last 
five years’ work on a PhD under the supervision of Ray 
Brassier and Josu Rekalde at the Faculty of Fine Arts, 
Universidad del País Vasco (UPV/EHU), with visits 
to the American University of Beirut Department of 
Philosophy. My research has dealt with the idea of 
alienation. Using this as my conceptual perspective, 
I have developed a theory on social dissonance fo-
cusing on the contemporary issue of the fusion of the 
individual with the self, and the self as subject. This 
fusion has given rise to a discrepancy between the way 
we understand ourselves – which is increasingly rein-
forced through the notion of the individual – and the 
way in which we are socially determined by capitalism, 
technology and ideology. This makes the classical idea 
of the bourgeois subject as the possessor of a kind of 
original freedom, or the capacity for self-determina-
tion, harder and harder to reconcile with the reality of 
social conditions. It is here where we have exposed the 
illusory qualities of the self, and the problematic belief 
in the individual as a juridical notion with unalienable 
rights. The political keystones of my research attempt 
to provide an explanation for our current difficulty in 
gathering together our efforts: a symptom of progres-
sive fragmentation that also hinders any kind of struc-
tural transformation.

I write this at a time when democracy, perhaps more 
than ever before, is showing obvious, irreconcilable 
contradictions. I address the gradual co-opting of its 
historical forms by economic interests. As well, there 
is no clear idea of a future. The right wing is using this 
to revive ostensibly bygone ideas of ethnic identity and 
militarized nations. 

My own way into this complex sum of factors came 
through the experimental music scene, through noise 
and improvisation, which is relevant as an object of 
study because of its exemplary status as a model for 
the relative general weakness of our understanding of 
freedom; that is, it provides the means for a political 
approach. In improvisation, the notion of freedom 
is understood as the expression of the self, although 
this often takes place in a group context. Improvisa-
tion tried to break away from previous rules for mu-
sic-making, ignoring the rules freedom is subjected to. 
It also ignored how the self is a type of mystification. 
Noise has tackled transgression and alienation, but the 
effects of this were temporary and seem to have be-
come exhausted.

There is a common element which I have confronted 
in these practices. This is the phenomenological focus 
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Durational concert, documenta14
Mattin with Dania Burger, Dafni Krazoudi, Danai Liodaki, Smaragda Nitsopoulou, Ioannis Sarris and Eleni 
Zervou. Photo by Mathias Voelzke. / Anti-Copyright
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towards sound which presupposes that the Self pos-
sesses its own experience. But what is experience, and 
what is the Self? My research thus focused on the fol-
lowing; to build up a historical awareness of alienation 
by incorporating contemporary empirical analysis into 
the philosophical development of the category. By do-
ing so, I have tried to map out new approaches towards 
alienation based neither on the romantic-reactionary 
discourse of disalienation, nor on the too optimistic 
viewpoint of accelerationist tendencies. It is here that 
I have created proposals for the critical potential of 
noise that extend beyond its phenomenological conno-
tations; these go beyond aesthetics in their intentions 
to also explore social dissonance: to understand the 
interrelation between how we understand ourselves 
and what we could be, and the mythification that takes 
place in the gaps between these ways of understanding. 
Exploring alienation in different registers has helped 
us to understand the different levels at which we are 
determined: on the one hand, by socio-economic and 
cultural factors, which I call alienation from above, and 
on the other, by neurocomputational processes that I 
call alienation from below. 

There is a complex interrelation between these factors, 
and we only possess a limited ability to understand 
them. The concept of alienation gives rise to the ques-
tions, What is being alienated? What is causing that? 
What can be done about it? The discourse I present 
links directly to modern critical theories of subjectivi-
ty, for instance, theories of the subject that question the 
theological tutelage of agency and liberty by embracing 
modern developments in science. In this, we contin-
ue on from what Freud called the three “narcissistic 
wounds”: Copernicus’s demonstration that the Earth 
was not the centre of the Universe; Darwin’s theory 
that human beings are a product of natural selection, 
born of the same blind processes in matter as any other 
creature; and the undermining by psychoanalysis of 
the idea that we are the owners of our own conscience 
and fate. An unconscious process outside the limits 
of our own perception directs our relationship to the 
world and with ourselves. Marx added to these wounds 
by laying bare the complexities of the capitalist mode 
of production, which produces mythification in its 
production of value as it attempts to colonize every 
aspect of reality from our surroundings to our own 
subjectivity. 

The wounds inferred by Marxism, Darwinism and psy-
choanalysis have opened even wider with current neu-
roscientific research by Thomas Metzinger and others 
which reveals the illusory qualities of the Self. It is es-
sential that we look at these disillusionments as a way 
of attaining agency: our ability to understand the rules 
we are subject to, to be able to act on them and change 
them, is what will allow us the possibility of becoming 

non-narcissistic subjects. As has already been said, 
there is no freedom in a normative vacuum. The belief 
in non-mediated expression and disalienated life is a 
type of fetishism that must be eradicated. Alienation 
is part of what constitutes subjectivity, and reminds 
us of the constant wounds we have to confront. Social 
dissonance – the score – addresses these narcissistic 
wounds, and pecks at them like crows at the bodies of 
the neoliberal dead (alive though they might seem).

AGAINST THE FLOW: NOTES ON THE CONCERT

As the score of Social Dissonance is interpreted, the 
interpreters change the terrain for the public so that 
where they are is cast into doubt and reorienting them-
selves becomes difficult. Everything is like a struggle. 
It’s not easy. This makes people think about the details 
of what is happening in the room. The passing of time 
becomes uncomfortable. The notion of performativity 
is cast into view in social dissonance; each movement 
has a meaning, and can contribute to the flow of time, 
smoothing it out or disturbing it. The work uses de-
vices to make the passing of time rough, unstable and 
discontinuous.

Why does this happen? When we feel comfortable 
we create a certain type of cosy atmosphere which is 
grounded in common factors, in a consensus. The con-
sensus we reach is a very bland form whose effect is to 
stop us from questioning ourselves. To counteract this, 
the interpreters use improvisation and other devices 
to undo this cosiness and create a constant feeling that 
things could be different to what they are. There is an 
invitation to participate, but only a partial one, in the 
sense that the interpreters hold all the knowledge of 
what has happened until then. 

There is another, connected factor which distances 
the interpreters from the public, relating to the con-
fidence they have gained during the process. Their 
confidence can be seen in their rhythm, their way of 
perceiving the situation, and in their ability to act fast. 
After a month of interpreting the score, some things 
become clear: the need to clearly define the situation 
from the outset, so that the public can initially choose 
whether to stay or to leave; the will to interact with the 
public and the way in which they want to be touched, 
depending on the confidence of the interpreters; the 
chance for things to open up once the consensus on 
what is to happen is broken. Certain stereotypes ap-
pear again and again: making a circle as a necessary 
beginning for the collective subject; or the way in 
which confident people are often willing to speak, 
though their body language reveals the source of this 
(they are used to being seen and behaving publicly; but 
it also has to do with their level of education or intel-
lectual development). 
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The key here is real enquiry into the unknown, into 
estrangement, while also to reflect on how we see our-
selves. Contrary to Brecht, there is no plot except our 
own idea of ourselves.

As figure and background in Social Dissonance are un-
stable, anything among each of the elements can take 
a central place. The environment must be prepared for 
anything to happen. There are no restraints or ethical 
barriers apart from what is collectively generated at a 
particular moment.

Transparency of body language: it’s amazing how far 
you can read people depending on how they dress and 
move in space. Being seated is like generating your 
own strength. If you let people sit down it’s like letting 
them be themselves and reaffirm themselves to an ex-
tent. You don’t want that reaffirmation; you seek con-
fusion so that they can reveal themselves but without 
presenting themselves, without pretending or present-
ing a position. The materiality of the public, their de-
cisions, the things they accept, create a fragility where 
things that aren’t normally perceived can breathe.

To notice the way we present ourselves, how our trust 
and confidence are built up, what stereotypes we ac-
cept or refuse, and what stance we take on different 
issues. To build trust, use trust as a material. Speed: 
how things are going, to be taken by another. A previ-
ous decision that will bring strange consequences later. 
People feel the room, different forms of perception 
are generated that have to do with feeling the space. 
Emphasizing different senses, going from one to the 
other, the Zombie Game. If you get something going, 
it’s about people just following; that might be too 
strongly directed, but people lead others on. If every-
one does the same, people will probably follow. People 
don’t normally want to stand out. The interpreters 
hand out roles to everyone, and people accept them 
and do something with them. How to help them get to 
know each other quickly so that they feel comfortable 
together. But then the interpreters cut that short with 
an abrupt decision or separation. That’s what editing 
the room is: people have to constantly reaffirm the 
conditions they find themselves in and the way they 
interrelate. There are rules, but some of them aren’t 
visible; you can only understand them once you dare 
question them.

The interpreters have to play with danger and fear: 
agitation as a way of editing the flow and your projec-
tion of yourself. How you feel comfortable, and how 
you portray others become visible. We have differ-
ent devices for counteracting self-expression: when 
someone tries to stand out, the interpreters sing, “This 
isn’t about you”. That’s been very successful. Another 
good resource was to publicly distribute social me-
dia accounts and to talk collectively about a member 

of the public’s self-presentation. Brecht took editing 
techniques from radio and film into the theatre; here, 
we edit the room, incorporating the logic of social 
networks (friending, fast, because of the way someone 
looks; or information on yourselves). It’s hard to trans-
pose theoretical ideas directly onto the score, and you 
have to carefully consider the thread as it will unravel 
in time, to notice things that keep repeating and com-
ing back. But the interpretation of the score is generat-
ing a constructive confusion that alters the flow in the 
way we generally interpret “ourselves”, or, at the very 
least, in the way we become aware of our self-represen-
tation and self-understanding as an “act”.

Social Dissonance Score:

Listen carefully.

The audience is your instrument, play it in order to 
practically understand how we are generally instru-
mentalised.

Prepare the audience with concepts, questions, and 
movements as a way to explore the dissonance that 
exist between the individual narcissism that capitalism 
promotes and our social capacity, between how we 
conceive ourselves as free individuals with agency and 
the way that we are socially determined by capitalist 
relations, technology, and ideology.

Reflect on the I/We relation while defining social dis-
sonance.

Help the collective subject to emerge.

Special thanks to the players, and to Pierre Bal-Blanc, 
Eleni Riga, Aziza Harmel and Ray Brassier.

LINKS
Periscope:  
Kassel: https://www.periscope.tv/socialdissonan1 
Athens: https://www.periscope.tv/socialdissonanc

YouTube channel with the full dossier:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCZN3mZD45Y-
nZjD27prGoMjw
Documentation also available in archive.org. Please 
look for Disonancia social to obtain direct links.

Tabakalera:
https://www.tabakalera.eu/es/disonancia-social-mat-
tin-documenta-14-kassel-athens

June 23, 2017
Anti-Copyright
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ERROMANTIKO
Olatz Otalora Landa
Sala Micaela Portilla in Alegría-Dulantzi (Araba).

Speech for the closing session of Erromantiko exhibition, part of HARRIAK, a 
programme by eremuak (May 2016).

Artists in the exhibition were Elisabeth Domínguez Ran, Ignacio Sáez, Imagen 
29**, Leo Burge and Oier Díaz Aranzeta.

1. Exhibition text (20 April 2016)

Cady Noland says something like, a boy is walking down a street in New York 
eating an ice-cream and he smashes it against a telephone booth. We will be 
spending a week with our work in the exhibition space at the Kultur Etxea, Du-
lantzi. We have to set up an exhibition. I imagine a pink ice-cream and a blond 
child – in the shade, on a sunny day – under a very tall building. The street 
slopes downhill, that is clear. And the ice-cream gets smashed. If we manage 
to find an image, it will occur in a deliberately shaped relationship.

Let us see what will happen. I will be looking for where the “chwp” occurs in 
the relationship, like when you give someone a kiss on the cheek. Mm-hpf! 
That’s what I’m looking for.

2. Text for the closing speech (21 May 2016)

Eskerrik asko etortzeagatik (Thank you for being here today).

At the end of last year, I was invited by eremuak to be a part of the HARRIAK 
project and put together an exhibition for the Kultur Etxea, Dulantzi. The 
project, which will include another four exhibitions this year, consists firstly in 
giving new artists the experience of an exhibition, and secondly in expanding 
the context to new exhibition spaces and setting up new links and interlocu-
tors outside the familiar nucleus.

I don’t have a great deal of experience in setting up exhibitions, but I have an 
intuition that an exhibition is not so much about “the thing” but “what you do 
with it” (“the thing” being the object and “what you do with it” the way the 
exhibition is mounted).

So you can, for instance, decide to show a sculpture, and use the exhibition 
space as a room for showing it. And that’s fine. But you can also (and this is 
my ideal for the moment) make something with it in the space. I don’t nec-
essarily mean recording a video with you inside the sculpture, or leaving it in 
the square for kids to play on, or adding a final coat of paint once it’s in the 
space. I think the difference lies between showing something, and letting it be 
seen. It has to do with the act of showing it. The phrase “suffuse it with the 
weight of time” runs around my head.

The weight of time, or experience, appears right at the moment you enter an 
exhibition set-up, in how the thing submits to and suffers a new space. There 
is always a trauma when you take a work out of the studio or your home into 
the white cube. The work loses something, or gains it. And the environment 
also plays a part: the work is not the same surrounded by posters, images 
or pieces of other sculptures, or when it appears in a room surrounded by 
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white, perhaps next to a large television or photos by another artist. The thing 
changes and is suffused with weight as it submits to its environment.

As the exhibition display begins to take shape, other things suffuse it; deci-
sions are made in the space. You try things out until you find a place and form, 
or even whether or not a piece should be included in the show, that is, unless 
you have previously designed the exhibition space. Even so, I somehow doubt 
that however much you design the exhibition beforehand, the space of reality 
might not always leave room for the unexpected and there is always a “live” 
moment with the thing and its space. Ideally, too, I seek this live moment, and 
to be able to sustain it through a system that provides for it.

I wanted to work with all of these loads, which have to do with time and 
effort. To show them in order to explain my particular perception of what 
technique is, to find a possible approach to the understanding of a particular 
form through the sensibility of the experience itself. What I did, then, was to 
ask five artists to go into the space and do something there which would bring 
a real experience into being. We gave time to each thing during the setting 
up of the exhibition, and effort to each one in submitting it to the exhibition 
space and the autonomy of the other artists things. And a relationship might 
be drawn out of this weighted space which could be communicated to the 
audience.

I still find it hard to communicate the nature of a process in sincerity. But I 
have managed to find a possibly pedagogical way to unveil the conditions and 
limits required of a specific technique which constitutes the object, or in this 
case, the exhibition.

A still life. In my experience, gathering disparate, whimsical items together 
under the weight of any kind of norm will give birth to rare, natural forms.   

So my proposal for Erromantiko was, “Let us spend a week at the Kultur Etxea, 
Dulantzi, with our work and the public. And we will create a theoretical 
framework for whatever comes out.” This group exhibition thus brings to-
gether five artists from different backgrounds, of different ages, who work 
with different materials and have different concerns. The only thing that binds 
them is my invitation to come here. 

“Technique” is a tool which develops in a real situation of difficulties or sur-
prises which arise in the course of a process you set in motion. It is a tool that 
leads us, through experience or lack of it, to unforeseen solutions in order to 
survive the process. In the end, it comprises the true nature of the form of an 
object.

Some months ago I was at a friend’s workshop looking at his work, and I 
thought about the matter of technique and the natural form of things. His 
sculptures and drawings were on the ground or on a table, or on the wall, or 
hanging from the ceiling. All of the space was occupied, but felt open and not 
too fully loaded. “This is all technique,” I thought. One of the things he was 
trying was to make bubbles with a system of wires in a bathtub he’d made, 
which was hanging from the ceiling. The hooks and fastenings were all made 
of wire, washers and rubber bands that held the piece in suspension.

It felt like we were underwater.

The patterns and designs on seashells follow mathematical principles. Ran-
dom processes and evolution generate spiral patterns in time, between wa-
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ter and sunlight, and a form is born and settles in a part of the world. The 
shape is natural, made by Nature, by the function of the organisms and the 
particularity that distinguishes them from other earthly phenomena such as 
sedimentation or air. All of the sculptures in my friend’s studio had acquired a 
natural form through the need to make bubbles and record them. 

Leo Burge
I was born in London in 1991. I lived in England until 2003, when my family 
moved to Bilbao. Since then, surfing has kept me in the Bay of Biscay. I 
spent two years at the Fine Art Faculty in Bilbao and then another year at 
the KABK Academy in Holland, where I moved into sculpture. In 2015 I took 
part in the Kalostra workshop.

As I organised the exhibition, I wanted to leave some room for things to come 
undone, to give some space for the aforementioned tools to emerge, to let 
the exercise decide its own course as it progressed, and then to give people 
in Dulantzi a direct, living approach to the natural sensibility of a particular 
process.

We were working with an ideal; wanting to attain a kind of movement through 
which the exhibition would become a whole; to carry the exhibition space 
and the things in it beyond themselves; to generate a movement by trusting 
in the performative potential of working live in the space. Disparate elements 
are brought into confrontation with a real space, and the response which the 
confrontation brings forth (as a formal resource, or even a means of surviv-
al), can articulate a relationship that may give rise to a new image. Something 
happens.

All the pieces, as objects that stand on their own, have an inner weight. They 
generate forms of affect, and it is hard to move them. They weigh too much, 
and exercise their command over inner decisions, tensing or suspending forc-
es from the inside outwards.

For an exercise of movement like this one, it is important to respect each 
object’s authority and to reach a kind of detachment: “I love you so I’ll set 
you free,” where the objects can then be moved around according to the 
whims of the space. That way they can be used, and something done with 
them that extends beyond them.

Oier Diaz Aranzeta (Ondarru, 1986) 
I work with what I have at hand. And I try to keep strong, direct, heavy, 
timid/intimate things close by. Where my ego dwells, I manage to forge an 
approach. Is anything else necessary? Yes, maybe a piece of iron.

So we spent some days fluctuating between attachment and movement.

To begin with, we arrived, and unloaded everything from the van, and each 
artist found a space in the room where they could begin to work, much like in 
a workshop. Some of the pieces were unfinished; others were potentially able 
to withstand the change. Thus began a week of autonomy (objects are weighty 
things). In the hours and days the artists spent on their work, the heaviness of 
time and effort began to suffuse the objects, though, in actual fact, what was 
really beginning to take on weight was the symbolic space. I call it symbolic 
because nothing in particular was happening in the room, but you could begin 
to feel the warmth or cool of the encounters between the different artists’ 
works in the air.
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Suddenly, on the day before the opening, a gestural possibility roughly 
emerged. Several rolls of paper many metres long were extended across the 
room to be drawn on. Crudely, they forced us to raise some of the sculptures 
off the ground, and ran over some others; one wall literally tilted backwards 
as one of the rolls climbed up it. What was happening was brutal, awesome. 
Recently, a friend was telling me how one afternoon on the promenade in San 
Sebastian, the waves were breaking so forcefully that someone was shouting 
out loud in ecstasy. My friend asked me how long it was since I’d last cried 
at an exhibition. Perhaps this is too cloying; I don’t think the idea is to make 
people cry; but it is about making something happen. What I wonder is, to 
make that – I don’t know what it is – happen, does there always have to be 
something as brutal as waves crashing?

Imagen 29** (Bilbao, 2011) 
Studied in the Basque Country, León, Pontevedra and Palencia. Two and a 
half immaterial years at Velilla del Río Carrión. Visits to the Reina Sofía and 
the Prado. 2015, Kalostra experimental college (San Sebastian). Currently 
working with a BilbaoArte grant.

The situation then was too difficult; too crude, too fascinating. It would have 
forced us into changes and directions that at that point were impossible to 
achieve. We decided to get rid of the rolls of paper.

Sometimes you just can’t do it. Another layer was added to the weight of time 
and effort: the capacity to suffer for what you are able to do or prepared to 
go through.

Ignacio Sáez, or La Lengua Obesa (Bilbao, 1971) 
Paints in Galdácano. Has been exhibiting since 1987, mainly in Bilbao and the 
surrounding areas.

To go back to technique:

The form of this exhibition came about through experiencing the brutality of 
that encounter when time was running out, and how we reacted to that after 
a week’s work. Emptying the room one day before the opening meant that 
we had to start all over again with very little time to work in, a very meagre 
sensation of freedom in which to expect something to happen, and fearful of 
allowing something to come to rise again, of occupying the space.

I now consider the way things are arranged to be unmovable; everything is in 
its place in spite of not containing the ideal mass we imagined, the movement 
towards a whole. Things could be placed further this way or that, here or 
there in the room. The moment when we decided to interrupt the movement 
that would have potentially led us to fulfil our aim and attain some kind of 
image, I don’t know what, is what determined the form of all this. Having 
turned back from that is what left things in this particular way. 

Elisabeth Domínguez Ran (Beasain, 1990) 
I’m working at a small space in Ormaiztegi. Friends and colleagues who I 
talk to for feedback on my work are important. Art, life, things like that. 
I presented my Masters dissertation in Contemporary Technological and 
Performance Art in March 2015 (Leoia). Before that I had a residency in 
Reno, US. I had a great time being part of JazpanArt. Kalostra was really 
important to me – it gave me freedom and a space to understand what 
colour my weaknesses are. I’ve just been given an award in an new artists’ 
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programme in Gipuzkoa, and have been writing for Badok for a couple of 
months on album covers. I’ve only exhibited once, at PANG, Koldo Mitxelena.

It’s hard to publicly communicate an experience when there may be pain and 
frustration behind it. Perhaps this is what happens when you try to uphold 
something you don’t know. A romantic way of confronting things in a live 
space, with no science or plan, from a proposal which said, “Bring your de-
sires and your inclinations.” The original invitation was phrased more or less 
as follows: “I am inviting you to bring beloved objects you have made, whose 
nature is familiar to you or not, to try to unveil the limits that make up and 
generate a rare form, and to produce an exhibition out of this. My desire and 
intuition would suggest occupying a space with large items. To spend time 
under a series of norms that will structure their own unfolding.”

In my organisation, in my illusion of wanting to make space for the decisions 
of art as opposed to those of the system and its editing processes, I left too 
much leeway within the exhibition for the possibility of decision-making, and 
left it lacking in structure because I forgot that time could not be the only 
norm. Beyond the ideal there was no norm, and the non-structure won over, 
requiring decisions to be mental and not material. Art ends up comprehend-
ing everything. When I say it comprehends, I don’t mean in the same way as, 
let’s say, capitalist assimilation, which devours anything and everything to 
keep going, even its own ruins. I mean, rather, that it does so as Nature does. 
A biological body is just as it is, always perfect.

That is how I view what has happened here. It’s a lesson to me about reality, 
fantasy, and what you finally end up with. As an exercise, the exhibition is not 
effectual, and does not fulfil its purpose of communicating to the public, but 
it does have – or at least this is how I would like to understand it – a firm ped-
agogical value. The meaning of this exhibition lies in its value, and not in its 
ability to succeed.

In trying to narrate the experience as I lived it, as well as through the con-
versations I held with the artists after our week’s work in which we discussed 
whether or not to carry on working after the opening, I was seeking to allow 
an approach towards the natural sensibility of a process that first begins by 
invitation, and follows through intuition, which I think is closely bound to the 
making of meaning in the art form.

Eskerrik asko, Mar, Lis, Oier, Ignacio, Leo.

Eskerrik asko, Maite, of the Dulantzi Culture Department; Sorne, from the 
Casa de Cultura; Juan, of Mesón Erausquyn; and Alfredo, from the Pilgrims’ 
Hostel. 

Eskerrik asko, eremuak, Alegría. And to the bus.
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2 May 2016. Day 1 of the week-long 
exhibition setup for Erromantiko, Sala 
Micaela Portilla in Alegría-Dulantzi

3 May

4 May

4 May

Leo Burge, Oier Diaz Aranzeta, Imagen 29**, 
Elisabeth Dominguez Ran, Olatz Otalora and 
Ignacio Sáez
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21 May, presentation and closure of 
Erromantiko at Sala Micaela Portilla de 
Alebría Dulantzi

Exhibition poster by Imagen 29**

6 May

6 May

Invitation to the presentation and closure of 
the exhibition, by Ignacio Sáez
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HARRIAK
HARRIAK 2017 is the second edition of the HAR-
RIAK programme, which first appeared as a pilot 
version in 2016.

HARRIAK is a contemporary art programme 
aimed at enabling new spaces for mediation, 
exhibition and artistic dissemination. The 
programme is implemented through sever-
al exhibition spaces in cultural centres in the 
Basque Country and involves the participation 
of emerging artists and mediators. HARRIAK is 
an initiative by eremuak that seeks to generate 
a sensitive context for contemporary creative 
practices in small locations, and to provide visi-
bility for work and mediation processes.

2017 Programme

ARENATZarte (Güeñes, Bizkaia) 
Exhibition ÉL ÉL ÉL (curated by Lorea Alfaro) [1] 
12 May – 18 June
Artists: Alba Burgos, Julen García Muela, Manu 
Tarrazo

• Opening and exhibition visit with the artists, 
with concert by Elbis Rever: 12 May, 19.00 [2]

• Pilates and stretching with Alba Burgos: 17 
May, 14 June, 10.00

• Screenings with the artists: 17 June, 18.00

ARENATZarte (Güeñes, Bizkaia) 
Exhibition Después de la poesía (curated by Iker 
Fidalgo Alday) [3] 
22 June – 30 July
Artists: Helena Goñi, Abel Jaramillo, Juan Pablo 
Ordúñez / MawatreS, Ohiane Sánchez

• Opening and exhibition visit with the artists: 
22 June, 19.00

• Encounter with Andra Mari Dantza Taldea, 
mediated by MawatreS: 12 July

Bastero Kulturgunea (Andoain, Gipuzkoa) 
Exhibition Palimpsesto (curated by Irati Irulegi 
Otermin) 
6 October – 11 November
Artists: Ainhoa Akutain, María Bocos, Edurne 
González Ibáñez, Igor Rezola Iztueta

• Opening and exhibition visit with artists and 
curator: 6 October, 19.00

• Workshop with María Bocos: Perceiving and 
Interpreting the Basque Landscape through 
Limestone. 3 – 4 October [4]

Markina prison building (Markina-Xemein, Bizkaia) 
Exhibition Zena eta dena (curated by Oier Irure-
tagoiena) 
4 November – 2 December
Artists: Ignacio García Sánchez, Gabriele Mu-
guruza Goenaga, Gerard Ortín Castellví, Paula 
Prieto Fernández de Velasco

• Opening and guided exhibition visit with art-
ists and curator: 4 November, 12.30 [5]

• Sound installation by Gerard Ortín: 2 De-
cember, 12.00 – 20.00, Arretxinaga chapel

[3][2][1]

[4] [5]
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ONGOING CALL FOR WORK 
SELECTED PROJECTS

RESOLUTION, JANUARY 2017 
Tamara García + Izibene Oñederra: Vaciando interiori-
dades (Emptying Interiorities)
Inés Bermejo + Carla Fernández: Germinal
Jon Otamendi: La palabra suceder (The Word ‘Occur-
rence’)
José Otero: Infiltraciones / Infiltrations
Horman Poster (Matxalen de Pedro + Igor de Quadra): 
Las palabras que nos construyen (The Words that Build Us)
Ixone Sádaba: Movingartists. Exchange with local art-
ists in Iraq

RESOLUTION, MAY 2017
Iker Pérez Goiri: Egiar aldizkaria (Egiar magazine)
Laura Díez: Iturfest III
Susana Talayero + Amparo Badiola: L'Occasione
Iratxe Jaio + Klaas van Grokum: 400m 
Elba Martínez: Videoart

RESOLUTION, JULY 2017
Amaia Molinet: Das Paradies
Amaia Urra + Larraitz Torres + Sandra Cuesta: Alkolea 
Beach
Laura Díez + Amaia Molinet: Vis à vis

RESOLUTION, OCTOBER 2017
Inmersiones Kultur Elkartea: Immersions 2017, publi-
cation of Rude 
Aimar Arriola: Album #4: book The Touching, Aimar 
Pérez Galí

EREMUAK CONFERENCES 2016 and PRESENTA-
TION OF EREMUAK#3 MAGAZINE [1]
The eremuak Conferences: Presentation of ‘Projects 
and Activities’ took place from Thursday 1 to Friday 
2 December 2016 at Azkuna Zentroa (CAC2), Bilbao. 
The conferences included a round table on the HAR-
RIAK 2016 programme and a presentation of eremuak 
#3 magazine.

Presentations: Cristina Arrazola-Oñate, Rubén Cas-
tillejo, Miguel Á. García, Oihana Garro + Jabi Man-
terola [2], Oier Iruretagoiena, David Martínez, Eriz 
Moreno, Jorge Núñez, Iskandar Rementeria, Beatriz 
Setién, Larraitz Torres, Maite Vélaz.
Round table: ANTespacio, Iñaki Imaz, Olatz Otalora, 
Jon Otamendi.
Concert by Serpiente

OMI INTERNATIONAL ART RESIDENCE [3] 
15 June – 11 July 2017 
SELECTED ARTIST: Iñaki Garmendia

RESIDENCY AT HALFHOUSE [4] 
1 July – 3 September 2017 
SELECTED ARTIST: Jorge Núñez de la Visitación 
EXHIBITION: JORGE NÚÑEZ  
Opening: Saturday 1 September, Halfhouse 

EREMUAK CONFERENCES 2017: Thinking about 
Art. Education as a Symptom 
Conferences held on Wednesday 4, Thursday 5 and 
Friday 6 October, Sala CAC2, Azkuna Zentroa.
Artists and actors in the art world spoke from their 
own experience to address the theme from different 
perspectives: Txomin Badiola [5], Ángel Bados, Bule-
goa z/b, Capacete (Helmut Batista), consonni, Jon 
Mikel Euba, L’Atelier de l’Observatoire (Mohamed Far-
iji), Mugatxoan, Laurence Rassel and Irit Rogoff. The 
film Todos vós sodes capitáns by Oliver Laxe was also 
screened.

CALL FOR 2018 RESIDENCY in ART OMI INTER-
NATIONAL
Deadline: 15 December 2017

AGENDA

[1][5]

[2]

[3]

[4]




