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      Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev


      Letter to a Friend

      

      



      October 25, 2010

      

      My dear friend,

      



      I have been away from home now for two years, and there are so many things to tell you. But information is not the obvious objective of any communication today. May I ask you where you are reading this, and whether you are comfortable?


      I read a story on the Internet the other day, when I was looking for some inspiration so that I could perform my daily exercise of writing to you, and I came across a tale of origins, which I would like to share. But before I tell you that tale, there are a few more things I would like to bring up with you, perhaps as a form of deferral.


      I remember you had written to me some time ago about a single orange tree that produced oranges all year round in the middle of a field on the edge of a contemporary city, and about how no one would cut it down, even though the oranges got smaller and smaller each year, so that the developers were unable to build there, and the property was magic and valueless. The story I read on the website, while looking for some inspiration to write my own, or perhaps while deferring my obligation to invent a story from scratch, was about when the world began: there was a large gray cloud and it was raining and there was thunder and lightning. The cloud hit the tops of tall trees. The next day, after the storm, on the tops of those trees, eagles—or were they maybe falcons?—were perched. One bird spread its wings and flew to the ground, where it turned into a person. Others followed, and so people were born. Over time, they forgot their lives as birds, but those who do remember them know that wings have two sides—if they had only one side, they could not fly. On one side is the mind (the intellect), the body (movement), and the soul (emotion). When these three are balanced, a person is balanced as an individual. On the other side of the wing, there are three other elements: society (praxis: politics and the judiciary), process (the course of a person’s life), and ceremony (the dance together), and when these three are balanced, then a person is in balance with others. When the two sides of their wings are also in balance, the eagles fly. But the curious thing is that they never worry about all that. They just fly.


      I should tell you a little bit about documenta, or rather about dOCUMENTA (13); what to expect when you arrive in Kassel in a year and a half, where to stay, where to eat, where the artworks will be located, and who is making them. But before I do that, pardon my further deferral and lack of communication on the matter, which I am however considering with the utmost attention, to the degree that it is first necessary to digress once more.


      Your intuition is right. dOCUMENTA (13) is for me more than, and not exactly, an exhibition—it is a state of mind. Its DNA is different from other international exhibitions of contemporary art mainly because it did not emerge from the nineteenth-century trade fairs or world fairs of the colonial period—bringing to the old European centers the marvels of the world. It emerged in the aftermath of World War II from trauma, and within the space where collapse and recovery are articulated. It emerged at the juncture of where art is felt to be of the utmost importance as an international common language and a world of shared ideals and hopes (which implies that art has indeed a major role to play in social processes of reconstruction of civic society, practices of healing and recovery), and where, during the so-called late modernist period, art was also still felt to be the most useless of all possible activities (within the legacy of the notion of the autonomy of art). At the juncture of both these spheres, where the social role of art and the autonomous field of art meet, lay “les enjeux de l’après-guerre” and the politics of the West in the mid-twentieth century, for better or for worse, of which documenta was also an expression.


      Kassel had been a major political center (with its Landgraf and the Prince-Elector of Hesse) as well as an economic hub (its factories had produced locomotives, cars, and weapons since the time of Bismarck in the 1800s, and consequently it was severely bombed in the 1940s). In short, it was a city whose traumatic past was for the most part wiped out when it was rebuilt in the 1950s and up to the 1970s. The financial crisis of the late 1920s led to the rise of the Nazi Party in the elections of 1933. Prior to this crisis, it was not a given that German modernism would have collapsed into totalitarianism and war. documenta was therefore conceived at a time when the formal and aesthetic liberty of postwar abstractionism progressed hand in hand with the restoration of a liberal economy. Today, on the other hand, documenta provides a platform on which the extreme and often painful consequences of a completely liberal economy can be assessed through art and culture.


      Yet, to make an exhibition into a meaningful experience for the audience is complicated. There is never one, homogeneous audience in a given place at a given time. There are many: the more cultured and aware of so-called high art, the people who by chance enter into the exhibition as flaneurs, those who think art is the only space left for activism, the local art world, the international or global or transnational art “tribe,” the many art worlds that will become aware of the exhibition only indirectly, the people who are suspicious of art, people from different communities and cultural backgrounds, people with widely different notions of quality. Therefore, an exhibition may be conceived as a network of many exhibitions, each shifting continuously between forefront and background, some visible, some invisible, some visible only many years after the event.


      The rise of the art exhibition has its roots in the notion of “going public,” and most of the first public museums arose in the late 1700s (British Museum, Fridericianum, Louvre), with earlier roots in the Musei Capitolini and the Uffizi galleries of the Renaissance period. This public and educational/nation-building notion of the public display was hybridized with the rise of the trade fairs and international fairs of the colonial age, to produce the Salons—public exhibitions of two-thousand-plus paintings, held every spring in Paris. But it is in the twentieth century that the format of the exhibition became both the place to exhibit artworks made for the context of the exhibition, and the material itself of the artworks, as in early twentieth-century Futurist, Dada, and Surrealist examples. In the second half of the twentieth century, in the late 1960s, just more than a decade after documenta started in 1955, the exhibition itself (its concept, its sites, its installation) became the object of the exhibition. For artists, art makers, critics, and the emerging profession of the curator, more than for the general public, the exhibition itself is used to explore perceptions, ideas, understanding, and knowledge. Merging theater, the history of display and phenomenology, the theory of perception and psychology, and late-’60s thought, the contemporary art group exhibition was forged through the alliance of curators and artists who “displayed the display” and thought about the experience of viewing art, and the social and radical potential therein, as the material of their labors.


      Today the question is difficult and complex, and I really have very little to say, because I am so busy doing things, as you can imagine. I suggest we discuss it again later. The little I can say is that, on the one hand, a form of mannerism of the exhibition has evolved, so that, at times, specific contents have become neutralized, specific artworks have become almost expendable and interchangeable. On the other hand, the embodied nature of the gathering in an exhibition, the celebration of a “real” coming together, has become a performative ritual that resists the atomized, molecular organization of human transactions in the digital age, to the degree that this obsolete twentieth-century object, the exhibition, takes on a new life as it mutates into a noncommercial place to intensely aggregate.


      And there are innumerable digressions possible, time wasted, time stolen from the productive time of the new offices—new places where there is a form of forced leisure—where workers must play ping-pong or with audio-video editing software in the afternoon, because our world is supposedly a creative one across the board. There is no more time left for old, hard assembly-line labor, or for picking up stones, or for collecting seeds. We are much too busy today creating new ideas in the realm of immaterial labor to bother with such things.


      Your intuition is right, my friend: I was being ironic. I am in favor of opening the boundaries of disciplines and fields of knowledge, especially now, when collecting and storing data, archiving and comparing data digitally, or even imaging, is changing science, art, and consciousness. I believe that procedural questions are as meaningful as, if not more than, the so-called thematic content or subject matter of an art project—how one exercises agency and relates to others, how one proceeds as an artist, or how one acts as a member of the audience, for example. Although the process through which one reaches a result might be “creative,” it is important to not turn that process itself into a new kind of product, and as a consequence, I am not fully in favor of the emerging, uncritical, dominant ideology of creativity.


      Thus, a problem we both need to consider carefully today is how to proceed as artists, makers of culture, and intellectuals in the emerging economy and hegemony based on the exchange of knowledge products. But this would open up a long digression, into the writings and thoughts of many, and you might want to take a break from reading this before we go on.


      I will wait for you.


      (If, on the other hand, you would like to talk about these questions, we might think together about today’s world, where individuals have gotten used to sudden change, the unusual, and to the unexpected; a reality that is repeatedly innovated and where the distinction between a stable “inside” and an uncertain and telluric “outside” blurs, a world of “not feeling at home,” of homelessness. Some thinkers propose exodus and withdrawal as modes of resistance to this state of affairs. dOCUMENTA (13) proposes paradoxes, ways of speaking without speech, acting without performing action, and an archaeological perspective, according to which every cultural project that moves forward can be grounded in a backward gaze, in an ecological relationship to the past, as well as constantly escaping itself in a play and display of lack.)


      Thank you for returning.


      I have traveled extensively over the past two years, visiting artists, writers, scientists, anthropologists, archaeologists, conservationists, philosophers, activists. I have visited many places, small and large, remote and urban, sometimes with friends, sometimes alone. Much is based on trust and taking walks, some on conversations. I went to Brazil with Chus, and we had Japanese food with artists. We also visited the granddaughter of a great painter of the 1920s—her name slips my mind right now—and we spoke about multinaturalism with Eduardo in Rio. We reminisced about our previous journey to Helsinki and our intense discussions about the birth of the computer age from the 1950s through the 1980s with Mika, Erkki, Perttu, Lars, Joasia, and Alex. Just a few months prior, Andrea and I had gone to do research in Kabul, Herat, and Bamiyan with Mario, Mick, and Francis, Mariam, Kadim, and Tom, and I remember the many illuminating conversations there with Jolyon and Ajmal and Aman and Ashraf and Rahraw, and the generosity of Afghanistan’s cultural community. We spoke about how history repeats itself and also never does, about globalization, internationalism, and the role art and culture might play in rebuilding civic societies in conflict or postconflict situations, in how identity can grow as a paradox and within contradictions. That reminds me of my journey to the central desert of Australia with Hetti, Cesare, and Rosa, where we met with Warwick in Alice Springs, listened to his stories, watched his films, and discussed the many open questions that this journey continues to raise, around tangible and intangible heritage and how to negotiate the contemporary practice of remote-community indigenous people like Doreen, with what has been up to now considered as “art” in a place like Kassel.
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